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Part 1:
Compare and contrast two different play-based approaches, including a critical analysis of the curricula guidance.
Qayyum, Fatima, and Shahid (2024) assert that play-based learning is widely recognised as a foundational element in early childhood education, significantly contributing to children’s cognitive, social, and emotional development. Among the diverse pedagogical frameworks that utilise play as a central strategy, the Montessori and Reggio Emilia approaches are particularly prominent for their distinct philosophies and methods (Aljabreen, 2020). While both models prioritise child-centred learning, they differ substantially in their interpretations of play, the role of the educator, and the design of the learning environment (Huertas-Abril & Gómez-Parra, 2018).
Developed by Maria Montessori in the early 20th century, the Montessori approach is grounded in the belief that children learn most effectively through structured, purposeful activity in a carefully prepared environment (Isaacs, 2018). According to Isaacs (2018b), play within Montessori settings is not entirely spontaneous but is guided by specific educational materials that promote sequential skill development and practical competence. On the other hand, the Reggio Emilia approach, emerging in post-World War II Italy under the guidance of Loris Malaguzzi, views children as capable, curious, and active constructors of their own learning (Massimelli, 2024). As Westerberg and Vandermaas-Peeler (2021) note, play in Reggio Emilia environments is open-ended, imaginative, and collaborative, often initiated and shaped by children's interests and inquiries. The curriculum evolves through long-term, interdisciplinary projects established in children’s questions and contributions (Albqaeen, 2024).
A key distinction lies in the educator's role. In Montessori settings, the teacher acts as a facilitator, introducing materials in a deliberate sequence and encouraging independent exploration (Barbieru, 2016). However, this can lead to a more passive instructional stance, with limited dialogic interaction (Leuwol et al., 2023). In contrast, educators in Reggio Emilia serve as co-researchers, deeply engaged in documenting and reflecting on children's learning to support emergent inquiry (Waters, 2015; McNally & Slutsky, 2017). This demands a high level of professional expertise and ongoing collaboration.
The learning environments further reflect these philosophical differences. Montessori classrooms are structured and orderly, designed to support autonomy and concentration (De Silva Joyce & Feez, 2018), while Reggio Emilia settings are dynamic, aesthetically rich, and deliberately constructed to encourage communication and creativity, often described as the “third teacher” (Robson, 2016). Despite these contrasts, both models uphold the child’s independence and support meaningful engagement with learning experiences (Mavric, 2020; Hong, Shaffer & Han, 2016).
Montessori education places greater emphasis on individual cognitive development through structured play, whereas Reggio Emilia promotes collaborative learning, expression, and inquiry through imaginative play (Aljabreen, 2020b; Palmer, 2023). According to Avetisyan and Konjoyan (2023), although both approaches challenge authoritarian teaching models and support holistic development, they are grounded in contrasting pedagogical ideologies that defer outcomes and practical challenges.
Critics of Montessori highlight that its structured format may restrict symbolic or socio-dramatic play, potentially limiting opportunities for creative and emotional development (Farrell, 2024). Conversely, Reggio Emilia’s flexible, inquiry-based model fosters creativity, democratic participation, and critical thinking but may result in inconsistency in curriculum delivery and challenges in assessment within systems that require standardisation (Bronkhorst & Akkerman, 2016; Fernández Santín & Feliu Torruella, 2017).
Cultural adaptability is another point of divergence. Montessori materials are standardised and often lack cultural specificity, which can hinder contextual relevance in diverse settings (Ziri Fadhili Abiodun, 2024; Johnson, 2022). Reggio Emilia, on the other hand, is inherently localised, relying on community engagement, natural materials, and sociocultural responsiveness (Mills, 2024; Fyfe et al., 2023). However, this reliance on community infrastructure may make it less viable in under-resourced contexts (Lazzari, 2017).
Both Montessori and Reggio Emilia offer robust, yet fundamentally different, frameworks for play-based education. While Montessori promotes order, independence, and skill mastery through structured play (Stasiewicz, 2019), Reggio Emilia values collaboration, creativity, and emergent curriculum shaped by children's voices (Carol Anne Wien, 2015). Their effectiveness, however, is context-dependent, influenced by factors such as educator training, cultural relevance, and resource availability. As such, educators and policymakers must critically evaluate these dimensions to implement developmentally appropriate and contextually responsive early childhood practices.
Hill (2015), suggests that the Montessori and Reggio Emilia approaches to play-based learning are grounded in different but complementary theoretical perspectives. According to Weasler (2024), Montessori education is mainly based on constructivist and developmental theories, with a strong focus on the child’s natural motivation to learn through hands-on experiences in a carefully prepared environment. Influenced by her background in medicine and early psychology, Maria Montessori introduced the idea of “sensitive periods” in development and encouraged structured independence, where children build knowledge through purposeful, self-directed activity (Phillips, 2024). In comparison, Rinaldi (2021) explains that the Reggio Emilia approach is shaped by sociocultural theory, especially Vygotsky’s ideas about learning as a socially driven and co-constructed process. Loris Malaguzzi, who founded the Reggio Emilia philosophy, saw children as capable, curious learners who actively construct understanding through interaction, dialogue, and creative expression (Malaguzzi and Cagliari, 2016).
Iravani and Daneshmand (2025), argues that the Montessori and Reggio Emilia approaches, while both child-cantered, emphasise distinct sets of educational values. Montessori education values independence, order, concentration, and respect for the child’s natural development (Lide, Allison, 2018). It promotes independence, encouraging children to make choices within a structured environment that fosters responsibility, self-discipline, and purposeful engagement (İslamoğlu, 2017). Cummins (2024), states that the approach values freedom within limits, believing that children thrive when allowed to explore at their own pace using developmentally appropriate materials. In contrast, the Reggio Emilia approach values collaboration, creativity, and democratic participation (Hatice Merve İMİR and Belma TUĞRUL, 2023). Johnson (2022), states that it places high importance on relationships, community, and communication, seeing learning as a co-constructed, socially embedded process. Central to Reggio Emilia is the value of expressive freedom, honouring the child’s "hundred languages," or multiple ways of thinking, expressing, and learning through art, dialogue, movement, and play (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2017). Both approaches deeply respect the child as a capable, active participant in their own learning, though Montessori emphasises internal discipline and structure, while Reggio Emilia celebrates flexibility, imagination, and collective inquiry (Ehrenzeller, 2024).
Huertas-Abril, M Elena Gómez-Parra and Igi Global (2018), also implies that the approaches to learning in both the Montessori and Reggio Emilia models reflect their broader conceptions of the child, learning, and the purpose of education. Montessori’s emphasis on structured, self-directed learning reflects a belief in the child as an intrinsically motivated individual capable of mastering complex skills through repetition and concentration (Postlewaite, 2023). Swargiary (2024), asserts that it values internal discipline and cognitive mastery, seeing education as a path to personal independence and self-regulation. In contrast, Reggio Emilia interprets learning as a social, relational, and expressive act that unfolds through dialogue, collaboration, and creative exploration (Manera, 2022). Fyfe et al., (2023b), indicates that it views the child as a leading role in their learning, whose questions and theories guide an emergent curriculum shaped in partnership with teachers and peers. Damşa and Ludvigsen (2016), suggests that this approach values fluidity, imagination, and co-construction of knowledge, emphasising the learning process over the product. Ultimately, while Montessori leans toward a more individualised and developmental interpretation of learning, Reggio Emilia embraces a collective, dynamic, and inquiry-based interpretation, highlighting the social and communicative nature of knowledge construction (Egan, 2020).
Montessori and Emilia (2022), indicates that the implementation of the Montessori and Reggio Emilia approaches requires careful alignment between educational philosophy and classroom practice, with each model demanding distinct strategies, environments, and teacher roles. Gorgieva (2023), states that in Montessori settings, implementation begins with the preparation of a highly ordered and structured environment equipped with specialised, developmentally sequenced materials designed to promote self-directed learning (Cummins, 2024b). Teachers, often referred to as "guides," receive specialised training to; observe children closely, introduce materials at the appropriate developmental stage, and intervene slightly to allow children to learn independently (Dawson and Guare, 2017). Younes (2023), states that the day is typically structured around long, uninterrupted work periods, allowing children to engage deeply with tasks of their choosing, promoting self-sufficiency and concentration. In contrast, the Reggio Emilia approach is implemented through a more flexible, developing curriculum that evolves in response to children’s interests and inquiries (Wien, 2018). Classrooms are designed as open, aesthetic, and interactive spaces, often featuring natural light, open-ended materials, and documentation of children’s learning processes (Lopez , 2019). 
Teachers collaborate closely with children, families, and colleagues to design long-term, project-based investigations, with learning documented through photographs, transcripts, and visual displays that reflect the children’s thinking and developmental progress (Rinaldi, 2021). Implementation in Reggio-inspired settings is highly contextual and relational, requiring strong collaboration, reflective practice, and a shared belief in the child as an active, competent participant in their own learning (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2012). Both the Montessori and Reggio Emilia approaches require substantial teacher preparation, but they differ significantly in structure and pedagogical emphasis. Montessori education values consistency, individual progression, and order, while Reggio Emilia promotes adaptability, creativity, and collective inquiry (Weasler, 2024; Hill, 2015).
The role of the adult in each approach is central but varies in purpose and practice. In the Montessori method, the teacher often referred to as a "guide" is primarily an observer who prepares the learning environment, introduces materials when developmentally appropriate, and then steps back to allow the child to work independently (Phillips, 2024). The Montessori educator trusts in the child’s intrinsic motivation and intervenes minimally, only when needed to support or redirect learning. This role reflects a deep respect for the child’s autonomy and promotes focus and self-discipline through gentle guidance (Montessori, 1967). Conversely, in the Reggio Emilia approach, the teacher is viewed as a co-learner, collaborator, and researcher who engages in continuous dialogue and inquiry with children. Malaguzzi and Cagliari, (2016), implies that educators actively document and interpret learning, using this as a tool for reflection and future planning. They also work in close partnership with families and colleagues, embodying a relational pedagogy and a democratic approach to curriculum design (Rinaldi, 2021). While both models highlight the essential role of the adult in supporting development, Montessori prioritises non-intrusive independence, whereas Reggio Emilia focuses on participatory learning and responsive interaction.






Part 2:
Considering the concept of the ‘Unique Child’ , critically evaluate methods of assessment, progress tracking and age or stage related development models within play-based curricula (1500 words).
Nijland and Van Der (2025), implies that the term “unique child" refers to the understanding that every child is an individual with their own personality, interests, strengths, and needs. It recognises that children develop at different rates and in different ways; physically, emotionally, socially, and intellectually (Dowling, 2016). Hajisoteriou, Karousiou and Angelides (2017), suggests that seeing a child as unique means valuing their personal experiences, cultural background, and voice. This perspective encourages caregivers, educators, and parents to support each child in a way that respects their individuality, helping them grow with confidence and curiosity (Berk, 2014). In early childhood education, Wertlieb (2019), insinuates that acknowledging the unique child is essential for creating inclusive, nurturing environments where all children can thrive.
Observation assessments have several strengths, particularly in early childhood and educational settings (Wortham and Hardin, 2020). Pellegrini, Hoch and Frank James Symons (2013), argues that observation assessments allow educators to gather detailed, real-time information about a child’s behaviour, development, and interactions in natural environments, making the assessment more authentic and holistic. Observations can capture learning that may not be evident in formal testing, such as social skills, creativity, and emotional development (Borich, 2016). However, there are also weaknesses. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2017), implies that observations can be time-consuming to carry out and document effectively, and they rely heavily on the observer’s interpretation, which can lead to bias or inconsistency. Additionally, Fawcett and Watson (2016), insist that some behaviours or skills may not be displayed during the observation period, meaning certain aspects of a child’s development could be overlooked. Therefore, valuable, observation assessments are most effective when used alongside other assessment methods (James John Gallagher, Nuthall and Barak Rosenshine, 2020).
A portfolio assessment is a collection of a child’s work and achievements gathered over time to show their progress and development (Bilbokaitė, Ieva Bilbokaitė-Skiauterienė and Ramutė Adomavičė, 2021). Alaçam and Olgan, (2015), states that it includes various examples like drawings, writing samples, photos, and teacher observations, providing a broad view of the child’s learning in different areas. This method helps track growth, encourages reflection, and allows parents and educators to see how the child is developing (Deeba et al., 2023). Aras (2021), implies that portfolio assessments have several strengths, especially in educational and early years settings. They provide a comprehensive and ongoing record of a child’s progress, showcasing a wide range of skills, learning styles, and achievements over time (Driessen, 2016). Bateman (2019), argues that portfolios encourage reflection for both educators and children, and they can be shared with parents to support home-school communication. They also allow children to take pride in their work and see their own growth (Yılmaz et al., 2021). However, (Lam, 2018), suggests that portfolios also have weaknesses. They can be time-consuming to compile and maintain, requiring careful organisation and consistent updates (Lam, 2019). Without clear assessment criteria, they may become subjective or lack focus (Roberts and Edwards, 2023). Additionally, Christodoulou (2017), asserts that some children may not produce enough recorded work to fully demonstrate their learning, especially if they learn better through discussion or practical activities. Despite these challenges, portfolios are a valuable tool when used thoughtfully and in combination with other assessment methods (Michelson and Mandell, 2016).
Altınay (2016), suggests that peer assessments have several strengths, particularly in promoting active learning and collaboration among children. They encourage children to think critically, reflect on the quality of work, and develop communication and social skills by giving and receiving constructive feedback (Namlı Altıntaş and Karaaslan, 2019). Topping (2017), implies that peer assessment can also help build confidence and reinforce learning, as explaining concepts to others often deepens understanding. However, there are also weaknesses. Young children may lack the maturity or objectivity needed to assess fairly and accurately, which can lead to biased or superficial feedback (Ratminingsih, Artini and Padmadewi, 2017). Panadero and Alqassab (2019), asserts that there is also a risk of damaging peer relationships if assessments are overly critical or not handled sensitively. Additionally, without clear guidance and support, peer assessments may not provide reliable or useful insights (Agrawal and Rajapakse, 2018). Therefore, while peer assessment can be a valuable tool, it needs careful structure and supervision to be effective (Gaynor, 2019).
In conclusion, different methods of assessment such as observation, portfolios, and peer assessments, each offer valuable insights into a child’s learning and development, but they also come with limitations (Johnson, J Sabrina Mims-Cox and Doyle-Nichols, 2018). Nur Alaçam and Refika Olgan (2023), implies that observations provide a natural and detailed view of a child’s abilities, while portfolios showcase progress over time and promote reflection. Peer assessments encourage collaboration and critical thinking but require careful guidance (Brown and Wyatt, 2018). Moss and Brookhart (2015), states that no single method gives a complete picture on its own, so using a combination of assessment strategies allows for a more balanced, accurate, and supportive approach to understanding and supporting each unique child’s learning journey.
Progress tracking in the early years can be challenging for several reasons. Sudfeld et al., (2015), insists that one key problem is that children's development does not follow a fixed or linear path, each child grows and learns at their own pace, which can make standardised tracking tools feel fixed or inappropriate. Some tracking systems rely heavily on age-related expectations, which may not accurately reflect a child's unique strengths, interests, or cultural background (Goldfeld and Yousafzai, 2018). However, DIPELA (2025), argues that this is also a risk that tracking becomes a "box-ticking" exercise, focusing more on data collection than meaningful understanding of a child's development. In addition, excessive tracking can shift attention away from the child’s day-to-day experiences and play-based learning, placing unnecessary pressure on both practitioners and children (Rogers, 2022). Finally, Copeland (2015), implies that progress tracking can become time consuming, reducing the time adults spend interacting directly with children. Therefore, while tracking can be useful for identifying needs and planning support, it must be used thoughtfully and flexibly to truly benefit young learners (Carr and Claxton, 2018).
Wood (2020), declare that age-related developmental methods are used in early years settings to help practitioners understand and support children’s learning and development based on typical milestones expected at certain ages. These methods provide a framework for observing progress in areas such as physical, cognitive, social, emotional, and language development (Wood, 2018). Huggett (2024), insists that tools like the EYFS "Development Matters" guidance in the UK and the Ages and Stages Questionnaires are commonly used to assess whether children are reaching age-appropriate goals. Theories by developmental psychologists, such as Piaget’s stages of cognitive development and Vygotsky’s concept of the zone of proximal development, also inform practice by offering insight into how children typically learn at different ages (Adeoye, Jamiu Temitope Sulaimon and Peters, 2025). While these methods are helpful for planning and early identification of additional needs, they also have limitations. Zhao (2016), state that not all children develop at the same rate, and relying too heavily on age bands can overlook individual strengths, learning styles, and cultural backgrounds. Therefore, age related developmental methods should be used as flexible guidelines rather than fixed expectations, always considering the unique nature of each child (Lindon and Brodie, 2016).





















Write a blog suitable for a professional publication (for example, Nursery World, Small Talk) linked to considerations needed when implementing a play-based curriculum/curriculum changes (1000 words)
        Title: The Case for a Coherent Early Years Curriculum for Children Aged 0–5
                                                     By [Chloe Nott]
In recent years, the importance of the early years has become increasingly recognised in both educational policy and developmental science. Yet, one area that continues to provoke debate is the role and necessity of an Early Years curriculum for children aged 0 to 5 years old. Should very young children be following a structured curriculum at all? And if so, what form should it take?
This blog argues that a well-designed Early Years curriculum is not only appropriate but essential. However, it must be a curriculum that is responsive to the unique nature of early childhood, grounded in play, relationships, and the developmental needs of infants, toddlers, and young children. Rather than imposing rigid structures or academic expectations, a curriculum should serve as a framework to support holistic development, equity, and quality in early education.
Why Do We Need a Curriculum for the Under-Fives?
The word “curriculum” often conjures images of timetables, lesson plans, and formal learning. For this reason, some practitioners and parents are understandably cautious about its use in relation to very young children (Becher and Maclure, 2024). However, in the context of early years education, the curriculum should be understood more broadly as, everything children experience in their setting, including routines, interactions, environments and planned learning opportunities. (Department for Education, 2018).
Decades of research in neuroscience and developmental psychology confirm that the early years are a period of rapid brain development. Howard and Melhuish (2016), discuss that the foundations for language, emotional regulation, social relationships, and executive functioning are laid in these first five years. High-quality early education can significantly narrow developmental gaps before school entry and has long-term benefits for learning, wellbeing, and life outcomes (Bakken, Brown and Downing, 2017).
According to Mclachlan, Fleer and Edwards (2018), without a structured curriculum to guide what children experience in their early years, there is a risk of inconsistency, missed developmental opportunities, or approaches that do not align with best practice.
A curriculum provides coherence and clarity for practitioners. While skilled early years professionals will always tailor their approaches to the needs of individual children, having a clear curriculum framework ensures that core developmental areas are consistently prioritised and that progression is thoughtfully planned (Arthur, 2017). The author also explains that it helps practitioners make informed decisions about what to offer, how to interact, and how to support next steps in learning.
In practice, this might mean ensuring that babies have rich sensory and motor experiences, that toddlers are supported to build self-regulation through predictable routines and social play, and that preschoolers are given language-rich, exploratory environments to stretch their thinking and confidence (Foley, 2017).
Balancing Structure and Flexibility
As reported by Peltoperä et al., (2020), one of the central tensions in early years curriculum design is finding the right balance between structure and flexibility. Children develop at different rates and come from diverse cultural, linguistic and social backgrounds (Genishi and Anne Haas Dyson, 2019). Meanwhile, Nikolaidis, Fitz and Warnick (2024), also agrees that a curriculum that is too prescriptive can risk becoming developmentally inappropriate and culturally narrow.
Instead, effective early years curricula are those that combine clear goals and progression with flexibility in how those goals are met (Mclachlan, Fleer and Edwards, 2018b). (Thomas and Lewis, 2016).
Similarly, curricula such as Te Whāriki in New Zealand (Chan, 2019), or The Early Years Learning Framework in Australia (Grieshaber and Graham, 2015), take a holistic and principled approach. They articulate values and goals such as wellbeing, belonging, and communication, without prescribing content in a rigid sequence. These frameworks empower practitioners to co-construct learning with children rather than deliver a set curriculum to them (White and Fleer, 2019).
A Curriculum for Equity
One of the strongest arguments for a curriculum in the early years is its potential to promote equity. Children begin their early years education with widely differing experiences, shaped by socioeconomic status, parental education, language background, and other factors. A well-planned curriculum can help to ensure that all children, regardless of background, have access to a rich and stimulating learning environment.
This is particularly important given that the achievement gap between disadvantaged children and their peers often opens before the age of five. Without an intentional approach to curriculum and pedagogy, early years settings may inadvertently reinforce inequalities. A curriculum provides a shared vision and a means to systematically support the development of foundational capabilities—such as communication, self-regulation, and social interaction—that underpin later academic and life success.
What Should Be in an Early Years Curriculum?
Rather than focusing narrowly on academic skills, a curriculum for children aged 0–5 must address the whole child—supporting physical, social, emotional, cognitive, and linguistic development. An effective early years curriculum should be rooted in secure relationships and strong attachment, recognising these as the foundation for all learning. It must prioritise language-rich interactions that nurture communication and thinking, while offering abundant opportunities for active, exploratory play across all areas of development. Predictable routines help build a sense of security and support the development of self-regulation, while progression pathways ensure that learning is recognised and extended in a responsive, child-centred manner. Cultural responsiveness is also essential, affirming each child’s identity and valuing their home language and background. Assessment should be formative, observational, and non-intrusive, designed to inform practice without disrupting play or pressuring children. Above all, the curriculum must be guided by sound pedagogical principles—focusing on how children learn best—rather than being driven by data collection or premature expectations of school readiness
Conclusion: Curriculum as Compass, Not Constraint
An Early Years curriculum, when designed with care, can act as a compass, helping early years professionals navigate the complex terrain of early learning and development. It provides coherence across a child’s experience and supports adults in making informed, intentional decisions. Crucially, it must be grounded in what we know about how young children learn; through relationships, through play, and through meaningful interactions with people, objects, and ideas.
The question is not whether we need a curriculum for the 0–5s, but what kind of curriculum we need. It should empower rather than constrain; it should inspire rather than prescribe. Above all, it should honour the uniqueness of early childhood—and the profound potential within it.


