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What is a curriculum, furthermore what is a play - based approach?

A podcast discussing in depth ‘What is an early years curriculum?’ by The Voice of Early Childhood (2023) defines a curriculum as the holistic work practitioners do to provide children with learning experiences. Ruth Swailes specifically defines curriculum as ‘how we want (children) them to become’. However Jan Dubiel debates that curriculum is the rigid learning, alongside pedagogy which allows practitioners to deliver the curriculum to the unique child. Jan Dubiel refutes a curriculum being a tool to use in ‘how we want children to become’ he considers the unique child recognising that often a child’s own voice and agency will begin to develop their own unique curriculum. 

Vygotsky’s (1997) work on zone of proximal development sparked the play based approach as the theory identified children’s learning as part of their holistic cultural learning identity which must take into account various factors including the child’s readiness to learn without causing frustration to the learner. Therefore a play based approach is born - According to Van Oers and Duijkers (2013, p. 516) a loosely constructed yet still objective based curriculum builds on the child’s interests and teachers mandatory teaching goals, making space for practitioners to create novelty in their teaching, enabling the early years child to reach school readiness through achieving in the 7 areas of learning and development in the EYFS (Department for Education, 2024).


Montessori approach:
An in depth look at the overarching principles, cultural and SEND inclusion.

Key words: Montessori guide - practitioners are referred to as ‘guides’ rather than teachers as they facilitate learning, respect and play alongside children (Montessori Oaks, 2023).

Environment - The word classroom is exchanged for environment as Montessori promotes a freely child accessible, planned and prepared environment (Association Montessori Internationale, 2025).

History
Delving into the historical cultural background of the Montessori approach in Montessori (2004), Maria Montessori changed the Italian schooling system drastically. As the first woman to achieve a medical degree from the university of Rome in a time where the equality of women was demonised as the destruction of ‘La famiglia’ - The family, and the instability of society. Maria Montessori challenged her university predecessors advocating a choice for women rather than imposition of a certain role (the housewife). An overarching principle later threaded into the Montessori approach as Montessori Academy (2023) identifies - Independence: ‘to learn to do and think for themselves’. 

A practitioners perspective
Department for Education (2024b) explains that all OFSTED registered childcare providers must follow the EYFS and expresses the need for recognition of the unique child, positive relationships and enabling environments. Montessori Academy (2015) indicates that rather than follow structured areas of learning, Montessori is multifaceted utilising methods such as spooning, tonging, threading, sweeping and the use of sensory stimulation to encourage learning through play which touches on all aspects of the 7 areas of learning together. 

Tools such as natural resources - for example pine cones, leaves, branches, (non chokable) pebbles and shells allow guides to be creative without limitations. Gerker (2023) presents insightful research into guides’ perspectives of using Montessori approach alongside the policies that governments impose on the schooling system. Guides may feel Montessori allows them to easily and creatively express themselves however this research states that having a fully equipped Montessori environment as detailed by Montessori Academy (n.d) such as counters, hanging bead stair, teen boards and hundred boards for subjects such as mathematics, which can offer reassurance as a clear to use tool for guides who may struggle to find creativity, is essential to boost standardised test results. When comparing specialist Montessori schools to public schools Gerker (2023) found that guides feel their Montessori pedagogy does not align with public school curriculum which focuses on standardised tests rather than the unique child. Causing difficulty in retaining trained Montessori guides in the workforce. 

Inclusion and diversity
Montessori Literacy tools include a sand tray (Elizabeth Park, 2022) which can be used to write letters with fingers. For Special Educational Needs children and staff, it is important to ask how tools that require physical stability such as these could affect their ability to remain inclusive within Montessori. Shaw (2024) in an article for AMS - ‘Is Montessori truly for all children?’ takes the reader back to the roots of Montessori which began with disabled and disadvantaged children. However the research suggests that teachers are carrying a ‘normalisation’ bias making them reluctant to accept SEND children in case they do not meet the normal behaviours and learning achievements required by their own biases. Office for National Statistics (2022) found that stigma, isolation and exclusion is common in UK schools and Children's Commissioner (2023) found loneliness and barriers specifically for SEND children. A contradiction to multiple of the overarching principles of Montessori (Montessori Academy, 2023); Respecting the unique child, Educating the whole child, Individualised learning and freedom of movement and choice.

Considering the views expressed by Tate IV (1997, pp. 195–247) in critical race theory and Lillard et al (2023) it is apparent that use of Montessori when upholding the overarching principles, methods of guiding, resources and tools do not disadvantage those of diverse cultures, moreover that the wider systematic biases, prejudices and guide’s perceptions cause this in early years settings where Montessori is implemented. However D’Cruz (2024) identifies that there may be a lack of intentionally bringing in cultural identity, especially for people of black and Indian heritage, in the Montessori curriculum. This can negatively impact the approach's ability to tackle racism and a struggle to listen to the child’s voice. Dr. Jones and Dr. Meesh (2025) discuss a black educators perspective - Montessori allows all children to reconnect with the education system and unlearn habitual reaction to often deep rooted stigmatisation of culturally diverse children. In their perspectives Montessori is traditionally diversity supportive. 


Reggio Emilia Approach:
An in depth look at the values, cultural and SEND inclusion, compared and contrasted to the Montessori curriculum.

Key words: 100 Languages - Children are believed to express 100 languages through their thinking, expression, understanding and differences (Early childhood learning, 2009).

Special rights - The term used for SEND children. ‘Rights’ holds connotations of strength, whereas ‘special needs’ holds connotations of weakness (Giamminuti, 2009).

History
The Reggio Emilia approach is another Italian play based approach, bringing together the unique child with rich diversity and community according to Early childhood Ireland (2009). The values include diversity and integration with a focus on child rights, relationships and social connections. Developed post 1945 when a community in the town of Reggio Emilia (Ilene, 2025) began building a school. Learning and teaching Scotland (2006) documents the historical aspects which are present throughout the Reggio Emilia approach, stemming from the town’s ‘village-like’ community where discussions and collaboration run deep throughout their lives.

A practitioners perspective
Unlike Montessori, Holly (2021) explains how specifically made tools are not used in Reggio Emilia, rather recycled materials, clay, loose parts, sensory items and a meeting area named ‘Piazza’ - are crucial to successful implementation. Children’s artwork is the focus of the classroom rather than any adult - made materials. Linder et al (2011) explains the mathematical and literary components embedded into the everyday exploration, pursuit of answers and artwork. Topics are selected by the children when an interest organically grows which will evolve into project work. During this project work the free expression of 100 languages is explored and encouraged collaboratively and questioning strategies are implemented by teachers - a less time consuming planning technique. 

Inan (2021) found that Reggio Emilia successfully meets cognitive, psychological, ecological, social and socio-cultural perspectives of play and learning in reference to achieving educational goals such as ELG’s (Department for Education, 2024). Through the approaches focus on children’s interests, Inan (2021) conveys how when children have time and space they deepen their literacy knowledge and can express literacy through the use of their unique 100 languages. Gantt’s (2021) study found that once teachers started to understand their children’s 100 languages they felt more intuitively connected to their children’s thoughts, and found ease in planning a number of open-ended activities that allowed for multiple modalities of learning. 

Campbell-Barr et al. (2023) research suggests a ‘good’ curriculum is developed from a number of aspects found in Reggio Emilia - interests of the child, environment, inclusion, family partnership and support the child receives. Touching upon ‘in the moment’ planning which proved most responsive to a child’s interests and even more intuitive to a child’s cultural background. However Goodwin college (2019) argues that some children thrive with routine and structure which can make Reggio Emilia a poor fit for them.

Inclusion and diversity
Learning and teaching Scotland (2006) compares how healthy discussions in the Italian style can look like arguments in the UK, demonstrating the cultural diversity the approach was built upon. Throughout the sources cited in this assignment, even in Kersting (1995) - little is said about when discussions lead to differences in opinion and how this is dealt with appropriately. It cannot be assumed that all collaborators will always come to an agreement therefore a limitation of this approach could be it’s lack of advice on how to deal with conflict. However Erdilmen (2021) suggests that Reggio Emilia leads diversity through cultural mediation services, who work within the schools to promote families from diverse backgrounds to collaborate and share in discussions, a service not currently offered in the UK (Early Years Alliance, n.d.) (Stahnke, n.d.).

Palgrave Macmillon (2022) conveys how inclusion is vital to secure children with a positive image of themselves, develop their own identity and welcome diversity across the school. In affirming the rights of bilingual and multilingual children and families - Routledge (2023) explores how the philosophy, principles and practices of Reggio Emilia pioneer social justice, human rights and minority rights (UNICEF, n.d). Noting the importance of this philosophy in the modern climate of increased immigration and diversification.

CFE research (2024) found that the overuse of 1-1 SEND support is having a detrimental impact on UK settings. Giamminuti (2009) draws upon her research of Reggio Emilia to reflect on SEND experiences. Her research found that children with special rights were accepted, understood and collaborated with. During an extensive case study with a child named ‘Momi’, Giamminuti (2009) explains how special rights children are shown enthusiasm and encouragement through the teachers attitude but also, teachers work to encourage other children to help and be enthusiastic for the special rights child. Furthermore, reporting teachers advice - embrace risks, recounting a child they took to the theatre who has sight loss, upon reflection the child created internal images that gave the teachers goosebumps.

Wood (2016) expresses the need of valuing diversity allowing children to engage and respond to teachers better. Anon (n.d) mentions the Irish Intercultural Education strategy in it’s findings about racism in cities all over the UK. The guidance recommends a Reggio Emilia approach to schools with special mention of their cultural mediators. Dean (2024) asserts the importance of inclusive environments for positive outcomes of special rights children and their peers through teachers who actively support inclusivity - children are proven to develop larger friendship groups, better social competencies, greater compassion, deeper empathy and form a positive perception of special rights people. Although race is not specifically mentioned in a number of resources, articles, websites and research studies of the Reggio Emilia approach - with the diverse philosophy, integration of differences, celebration, discussion and encouragement of culture, racism does not seem to present as an issue. 



Assessment


Critical evaluation of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and barriers.

Required assessments in the UK for early years settings are: 2 year old progress check, Early Years Foundation Stage Profile and the Reception Baseline Assessment (RBA) (Department for Education, 2024c).

The unique child is represented in the EYFS by Department for Education (2024b) by their individual strengths, style of learning and capabilities. Practitioners should understand the child’s otherness and celebrate this throughout their practice.

Montessori (2008) explains key components of Montessori assessment; methodical and preparation of the eye. Explored further, the method is to achieve a state of calmness - To show no response to a child’s actions, positive or negative, to remove the differences between adult and child and allow the observer a chance to learn how a child solves their problem uniquely. ‘Preparation of the eye’ refers to the observer being aware of what they are looking for and why, when seeing a child struggle during play, for example being unable to fit the square block into the hexagonal hole, this is an opportunity for the guide to observe how the child inevitably comes to the conclusion that this shape does not fit into that hole. Alabbas (2022) reflects on Montessori assessment as a learning process for all involved - giving the guide deeper insight into the child’s needs and allowing the child undisturbed concentration opportunities.  

LSU College of Human Sciences & Education (2020) explains the Reggio Emilia method of assessment - documentation. A varied array of materials are used which prove as expressions of the child’s 100 languages, these are often proudly displayed around the classroom and collated together to gather results for assessing the children’s progress for example when needed to complete Early Years Foundation Stage Profile and the RBA. Through the use of documentation, teachers can make professional decisions for assessment and how to guide children in their future learning, as suggested by Linder et al (2011) when presenting the concept of strategic questioning as a tool for planning. 

Progress check at age 2 requires practitioners to categorise children into expected, below expected, emerging or exceeding (Department for Education, 2022) - However Lontz (2015) expresses that Montessori assessment focuses on the positives and tries to ignore negatives. Again, progress check at age 2 requires practitioners to provide parents/carers with written summaries of the child’s prime areas of learning with strengths in their abilities. Any concerns must be discussed and parents/carers given advice to support children at home and give insight into the planned activities and strategies they will implement to support the child (Department for Education, 2022). Andrews (2014) details Montessori parent collaboration - ideas are welcomed from parent’s and genuinely taken into consideration, nurturing respect. An equilateral triangle approach. Massie’s (n.d.) perceptive piece explains how Montessori’s mental hygiene principle provides holistic family partnership relationships, encouraging guides to support families with good diet, physical exercise and proper sleep information.

To be able to meet the requirements of the Progress check at age 2 (Department for Education, 2022) practitioners completing the review must aim to; review child development, celebrate child’s progress, identify concerns, help parents to understand their child’s needs and invite parents to collaborate. - The Montessori approach could face difficulty as Montessori (2008) states that there should be observation without positive response, which can be interpreted as not celebrating the child’s achievements. Especially as the approach believes learning itself is the celebration. Compared to Reggio Emilia - Children’s play becomes projects, their achievements celebrated collaboratively and loudly (Linder et al, 2011) (Giamminuti, 2009). Furthermore both Andrews (2014) and Wood (2016) agree upon the collaborative approach of both Montessori and Reggio Emilia which meets the aim of helping parents to understand their child’s needs (Department for Education, 2022).

Palgrave Macmillon (2022) and LSU College of Human Sciences & Education (2020) share the understanding that the unique child is vitally important in Reggio Emilio, with it’s documentation method of assessment guaranteeing reflection by teachers, children and parents - placing high importance on the collaborators knowledge of the unique child and the philosophy identified by Learning and teaching Scotland (2006) that schools are a place of research which can only be achieved by accepting, understanding and striving to get to know the unique child. 

Shaw (2024) found a varying understanding of normalised behaviours amongst Montessori guides. Neurodivergent behaviours were not always accepted or looked at uniquely. Whereas in Giamminuti (2009) on Reggio Emilia - at the end of the case study children were asked to share biographies of each other - regarding Momi - children discussed his passions, the ways he drew, their own observations of other children that would try to communicate with him through copying his gestures, his smile and how they felt he helped them. Exhibiting a strong expression of the unique child - a deeper sense of community and belonging amongst peers due to the Reggio Emilia approach. 

The voice of the child should be considered by Montessori through the overarching principles highlighted by Montessori Academy (2023); Respecting the unique child, Educating the whole child, Individualised learning and freedom of movement and choice. The Montessori approach is often compared to the German Freidrich Froebel’s work Montessori (2004), The ‘Kindergarten’ meaning children’s garden - His ethos being ‘where children can grow freely like plants in a garden’. This should be taken into consideration when assessing children (Stanley James Curtis, 2025).

In contrast to the Montessori issues of systematic stigma, the voice of the child is considered deeply by Reggio Emilia, Routledge (2023) quote teachers who reflect that children with special rights teach them to think in broader terms, supporting better assessment results as teachers understand their children better. Reggio Emilia can be compared to Jean Piaget’s work on social constructivism which according to Sharma and Shukla (2023) theorises that children do not learn through copying the information teachers tell them, they instead learn through the social experiences they go through at different stages in their lives. 

In Standards and testing agency (2025) it is evident that the RBA requires children to sit individually through a series of questions, this is relevant as Reggio Emilia focuses solely on collaborative work in groups, almost never using isolated work. Whereas Montessori does encourage individual concentration as Alabbas (2022) describes. The reporting of RBA does not become public to parents or the school itself, the data is solely for government use which causes a conflict in Reggio Emilia as its philosophy is ‘everyone is the school’ - everyone is collaboratively involved in the school system (Learning and teaching Scotland, 2006). This is also an issue in the Montessori approach where family partnership is of high importance (Montessori Academy, 2023).

Department for Education (2024a) states that when assessing children against the ELG’s for the Early years foundation stage profile, the practitioner is required to know their children well enough to make accurate professional conclusions about their abilities. When following Montessori and Reggio Emilia teachers must use their understanding of the voice of the unique voice of the child to the best of their ability - After further exploring the approaches it is clear that both approaches place value on knowing the unique child.

















How will implementing Reggio Emilia effect SEND children in our setting?

A blog post
Written by Rosalyn Silvers

In modern times were special educational needs and disabilities are being further 
understood, accepted and included within early years settings it is crucial to take the time to understand how implementing a play based approach into our settings can impact those identified as SEND. 

To simply expect SEND children to ‘fit in’ to the changes in routine, structure and learning styles can be quite detrimental to their wellbeing. Therefore careful planning, time frames and opportunities for feedback must be put in place to avoid certain issues.  Goodwin college (2019) conveys concern for children who thrive when in a structured, rigid routine compared to the project work style of learning in Reggio Emilia. 

However project work encompasses any form of a child’s expression of their 100 languages - the many ways a child is understood by their Reggio Emilia teachers - through art, non-verbal communication, thoughts, play and much more (Malaguzzi, 2022). Which gives SEND children much more abundant opportunities to showcase their achievements, allowing the practitioners deeper recognition of their abilities, in turn giving a much deeper insight into the unique SEND child. 

The recognition of SEND children’s abilities, strategies to remove stigma amongst teachers and peers and the holistic inclusivity of SEND children into the everyday life of the setting has been a struggle for settings in the UK for many years. The Children's Commissioner (2023) highlights the difference in outcomes for children with and without SEND, the fact that 36% of SEND children ‘almost always’ felt lonely and 6% of SEND children feel unsafe. When facing long wait times for services specifically made to support SEND children and a lack of parents reaching out for mental health help for their SEND children - implementing the holistic, collaborative Reggio Emilia approach across UK schools could just be an answer to an increasingly worrying crisis.

The EYFS (Department for Education, 2024) significantly places importance on individuality for children, supportive environments, a variety of forms of expression, children’s voices considered at all times and the children’s rights central to all that early years settings do. 
Early childhood Ireland (2023) identifies Reggio Emilia as a diverse, socially connective, thoroughly integrative and welcoming approach with a focus on the rights of the child. UNICEF (n.d) provides a summary of the rights of the child including freedom from discrimination, best interests, development, preservation of identity, respect, decency and dignity for the disabled, play, encouragement of human rights, learning and freedom of expression. These rights underpin the values and philosophies running through the Reggio Emilia approach (Routledge, 2023).

When talking about specific Reggio Emilia philosophy for SEND children it begins with a term that instantly shifts the attitude towards SEND children in the setting: ‘Special Rights’. Giamminuti’s (2009) in depth look at Reggio Emilia in true practice in Italy gives a powerful perspective that should not be ignored - Special Rights is the term used for children that in the west may be called ‘Special Needs’, when a teacher uses the term ‘rights’ they are already thinking of that child’s strengths, abilities, and desires. Opposed to the words ‘special needs’ brings about thoughts of weakness, what the child cannot do and what the child does not do. Shifting this initial mindset for teachers will automatically filter down to the classroom environment, when teachers are able to appreciate all a special rights child can do then they are able to encourage children in the class to do the same. Freeing space for children to help and support other children is also crucial to this approach - teachers should withhold from stepping in to ‘help’ a special rights child to allow other children to develop a kindness, empathy and understanding of the special rights children by helping them themselves.

An important benefit for the classroom environment when implementing Reggio Emilia is that with the collaborative approach involving parents, teachers and children and the attitude towards special rights children, where children are encouraged and actively allowed to support their special rights classmates - The need for 1-1 teaching assistants which tend to isolate SEND children as explained by Marie (2025) becomes obsolete. The positive financial impact this could have on settings as well as the reduction of struggling children in the epidemic that is child and youth loneliness within the UK - especially for those with SEND (Marie, 2025) (Office for National Statistics, 2022) - is colossal. According to Farrell et al. (2023) the child loneliness epidemic is increasing and SEND children are more likely to be isolated and bullied. This poses serious questions as to how the government is tackling this crisis. Could there be a need for an urgent consideration of implementing Reggio Emilia into Early Years settings across the UK?

The heartwarming case study of Momi by Giamminuti (2009) demonstrates the effects such changes have on children with special rights. Momi’s peers had the time and encouragement to build their relationship with Momi, to learn about his passions, his artistic abilities, how they could relate to him - learning from other children who copied his gestures to communicate with him, they liked his smile and how he helped them ‘back’ by being a good friend to them. By the depth of inclusivity in the Reggio Emilia approach the children were able to achieve all of this whilst also meeting their own educational goals. 

Taking all of this into consideration it is evident that although there may be initial resistance, challenges and a need for careful planning when trying to change a setting to the Reggio Emilia approach, after the approach is able to thrive correctly - placing the values, philosophy and overarching principles at utmost importance then children of all backgrounds thrive and excel regardless of differences. Most importantly, children, families and teachers develop a strong sense of community, empathy, connectivity, appreciation of helping and being helped back. Together they become ‘La Famiglia’ - (Montessori, 2004) - A substantial step towards an early years sector that recognises the true value of diversification. 
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