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Early Years Curricula
Play based approaches
Article 31 of the UNCRC(1989) states that children have a right to play. Its significance in the early years of child development is reflected in the Curriculum for Wales published by the Welsh Government (2015), which states that children should be given opportunities to develop their skills, knowledge and understanding through different types of play and a range of planned activities, including those that are child led or initiated. Recently, the Welsh Government (2024) reinforced their view on play, saying that play makes a significant contribution to the development of healthy relationships, the cultivation of resilience, and the formation of meaningful connections in babies and young children, stating that it is essential for promoting positive well-being and supporting holistic learning and development. 
There are different approaches to play in the early years, varying between practices. All practices informed by the Curriculum for Wales Foundation Phase Framework (2015) are expected to have some focus on providing opportunities for pupils to play, writing that play should be valued, both in itself, and as a part of learning. Play is often a purposeful and cognitively demanding activity for children, requiring sustained attention and perseverance, according to Foundation Phase Framework (2015) it cultivates attributes commonly associated with work, such as concentration and it is integral to the development of self-awareness, social competence, and intellectual growth in children. Practices that have adopted the Reggio Emilia curriculum also consider play to be a vital part of education and child development. According to Arseven (2014) Reggio Emilia is a child-based approach to early years education originating from Northern Italy after WWII. The Reggio Emilia approach founded by Malaguzzi (The Voice of Early Childhood, 2025), which has inspired early childhood educators worldwide, emphasises the concept of the "hundred languages of children." Arseven (2014) explains that this idea suggests that children possess multiple ways of expressing themselves and constructing meaning, particularly when supported by an enabling learning environment. For example, a child may convey emotions through painting or communicate feelings and ideas through play. 
The Curriculum for Wales (2022) encourages a balance between child initiated and adult guided experiences. This means that children are given the opportunity to play on their own terms, while also encouraged to play in specific ways by adults. Vygotsky (1978, quoted in McLeod, 2025) wrote that play allows children to learn to overcome challenges and perform independently, without adult help. The “balance” reffered to in The Curriculum for Wales (2022) comes in the form of scaffolding, a central concept in Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which denotes the temporary and adaptive support given to learners to enable them to accomplish tasks just beyond their current level of competence. Reggio Emilia takes a slightly different approach. In the Reggio Emilia approach, educators actively seek the underlying themes and overarching ideas within children's play and inquiry as a foundation for project-based learning according to The Education Hub (2019). This means that teachers are intentional in posing thought-provoking questions, while also encouraging children to formulate their own questions, develop hypotheses, and engage in collaborative research and exploration. Veresov et al (2021) found in their research that adult led play and child led play resulted in similar results of increased executive functions (higher level cognitive skills that manage everyday tasks, Belsky, 2025) and inhibitory control, which is a cognitive function that enables individuals to suppress automatic impulses, habitual responses, or dominant reactions to stimuli in order to engage in goal-directed behaviour and select responses that are more contextually appropriate according to Diamond (2013). This could suggest that children benefit from all types of play, regardless of adult intervention. The Education Hub (2019) writes of a Reggio Emilia concept that a child's environment is “the third teacher”, with the other two teachers being parents and then the class teacher. According to Aceqca (2018) the environment is viewed as a powerful agent in shaping children’s learning experiences, especially in play. They suggest that having thoughtfully designed spaces that are rich in natural light with open-ended materials, and opportunities for exploration, can encourage autonomy, creativity, collaboration, and inquiry. Duffy (2023) explains that rather than just being a passive backdrop, the environment actively invites interaction, stimulates curiosity, and reflects the values and pedagogical intentions of the setting. In the Reggio Emilia approach (2022), play environments are thoughtfully designed to inspire curiosity, creativity, and meaningful exploration. Rather than simply housing activities, the environment invites interaction and learning through carefully chosen, open-ended materials and flexible spaces. These settings support both independent discovery and collaboration, reflecting a deep respect for children as capable learners who construct knowledge through their experiences and relationships within the space. Similarly, the Curriculum for Wales (2022) emphasises the importance of high quality play environments in supporting young children's wellbeing, development, and learning. It recognises that thoughtfully designed spaces, both indoors and outdoors, are vital in nurturing curiosity, independence, and creativity. Rather than prescribing a fixed model, the curriculum encourages environments that are inclusive, responsive, and adaptable to the evolving needs and interests of children. These spaces should invite exploration, promote social interaction, and offer rich opportunities for imaginative and purposeful play. Practitioners are expected to observe how children engage with their surroundings and use this understanding to shape environments that support progression and reflect a deep respect for children as capable, active learners. However, while both approaches consider the learning and play environment to be integral to the development of the children, unlike Reggio Emilia, the Curriculum for Wales (2022) does not set out specific instructions for how a classroom should be set out. According to Ozuna (2025) Reggio classrooms should be open spaces filled with natural light and plenty of age appropriate natural materials and resources. Goodwin University (2020) backs up this sentiment by explaining that Reggio Emilia inspired schools draw inspiration from the local community, children’s cultural backgrounds, and the natural world, creating environments enriched with purposeful, aesthetically pleasing materials such as musical instruments and seashells. These classrooms are intentionally designed to foster relationships, communication, and collaboration through play. Materials are carefully selected and integrated to promote creativity, inquiry, problem-solving, and open-ended exploration. Both the Reggio Emilia approach and the Curriculum for Wales (2022) emphasise the critical role of adults in supporting children's learning through play, though they conceptualise this role in subtly different ways. According to The Education Hub (2019) in Reggio Emilia settings, educators act as co-learners and researchers, engaging alongside children in a collaborative process of discovery. Rather than directing play, they observe attentively, listen deeply, and scaffold children's thinking by responding to their inquiries and interests. Similarly, the Curriculum for Wales (2022) positions practitioners as facilitators of learning who support children's progression through sensitive observation, planning, and intervention. While both frameworks value responsive, child-led pedagogy, Reggio Emilia places a stronger emphasis on the adult as a reflective partner in inquiry, whereas the Curriculum for Wales highlights the importance of developmentally appropriate experiences within a structured, national framework. Notably, unlike the Reggio Emilia approach, the Curriculum for Wales (2022) is backed by statutory legislation, including The Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act (2021), which outlines the legal requirements that all maintained schools and settings must satisfy in designing and delivering their curriculum. 
While both the Curriculum for Wales and Reggio Emilia value play as a central element of early childhood learning, their philosophical styles reflect different educational priorities. The Curriculum for Wales (2022) is guided by four purposes, aiming to develop children as ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors, ethical, informed citizens and healthy, confident individuals. These overarching aims shape the curriculum’s structure and its emphasis on progression, with play viewed as a powerful means of supporting developmental and educational goals. Play in this context is both a method and a vehicle for learning, designed to prepare children to thrive within a structured and evolving national framework. In contrast, the Reggio Emilia approach sees play as something that naturally grows from children’s relationships and experiences, rather than being directed by set outcomes. Malaguzzi’s idea of the "hundred languages" views play as a way for children to express themselves and make sense of the world (Arseven, 2014). While the Curriculum for Wales (2022) supports child led learning, it still focuses on achieving specific goals and learning outcomes. Reggio Emilia does not focus on fixed goals. Instead, according to Goodwin University (2020), it sees learning as something that children build together through exploration and inquiry, with the child playing an active role in shaping their own learning. Another fundamental distinction lies in the role of documentation. In Reggio Emilia settings, pedagogical documentation is a key practice, used not just to assess learning but to make children's thinking visible and to guide the ongoing development of projects and environments (Rinaldi, 2006). Documentation includes photos, transcripts, and visual displays that celebrate children’s ideas and theories, often shared with families and communities to foster transparency and collaboration. Although the Curriculum for Wales (2022) promotes ongoing, formative assessment and encourages practitioners to observe children closely to inform planning, it does not place the same emphasis on documentation as a tool for co-construction of knowledge. Observations in the Welsh context are more likely to feed into structured progression planning rather than to become an interpretive and collaborative element of the learning process itself.
The Reggio Emilia approach is highly relational in its philosophy, placing great importance on the interconnectedness between children, educators, families, and the wider community. This interconnectedness is mirrored in the physical environment, which is curated to reflect children’s voices, cultures, and shared experiences (Manera,2022). By contrast, while the Curriculum for Wales (2022) acknowledges the role of family and community in children’s learning journeys, these relationships are often framed within broader goals of wellbeing, progression, and national educational priorities. This does not diminish their value but rather demonstrates a difference in emphasis with Reggio Emilia prioritising shared meaning-making and Curriculum for Wales (2022) focusing on coherent progression across the system.
While both approaches put the child at the centre and value play, they differ in how they are put into practice. The Curriculum for Wales offers a flexible but structured plan, backed by law, that focuses on fair progress and a shared national vision. Reggio Emilia, on the other hand, takes a more open and creative view, seeing play as a way for children to express themselves and build relationships. Both approaches have valuable ideas for early years practitioners, and understanding these differences can help teachers be more thoughtful, responsive, and inclusive in their work.
Methods of Assessment
Each child is a unique individual who is continuously learning and possesses the potential to develop resilience, capability, confidence, and a strong sense of self according to the EYFS Statutory Framework (2024). This means that every child has strengths and areas of improvement when it comes to education. Grenier (2025) explains that every child develops and learns at different rates and in different ways, which means that educators must constantly adapt how they interact and teach each individual learner. Essentially, education cannot consist of “blanket” learning or “one size fits all” approach, where every pupil is taught the same thing at the same time, as this assumes that all students learn the same way (Mead, 2018). Constant assessments are used in education to determine the progress of every child, so that educators can tailor the learning experience of each “unique” child. 
The Department for Education (2024) states that assessment in the early years plays a vital role in identifying gaps in learning at an early stage, enabling timely and appropriate support to be implemented, ensuring that the developmental needs of the child are addressed effectively, while also supporting the wider needs of their family. The Welsh Government (2022,b) highlighted in the Curriculum for Wales that assessment should aim to identify each learner’s strengths, achievements, areas for development, and any potential barriers to learning. Practitioners should use this understanding through dialogue with the learner to determine appropriate next steps, including the need for additional support or challenge. It is emphasised by the Curriculum for Wales (2022) that assessments should be integrated seamlessly into the learning experience, rather than be undertaken at the end of a term or unit. By embedding assessment seamlessly into everyday practice, it becomes an integral part of the learning process, enabling practitioners to respond continuously and effectively to the diverse needs of all learners in their setting. Similarly, the EYFS Statutory Framework (2024) writes that assessment should be unobtrusive and should not interrupt meaningful interactions with children or involve unnecessary administrative burden. Observations should be embedded in daily practice, not treated as a separate task. They should be natural, unobtrusive, and used to inform planning, enhance learning opportunities, and ensure progression. When evaluating whether a child is meeting expected developmental milestones, practitioners should rely on their professional expertise and in-depth knowledge of the individual child. The Curriculum for Wales (2022) highlights the importance of observational assessments, which should be utilised to identify evidence of embedded learning, enabling practitioners to evaluate what a learner can consistently and independently demonstrate across a variety of learning experiences. According to Peterson and Elam (2020) teachers use observations to inform curriculum planning, create engaging learning environments, monitor social interactions, track behaviour, communicate effectively with families, and assess each child’s developmental progress. Ongoing assessment and observation like this is a fundamental aspect of the learning and development process according to the EYFS Statutory Framework (2024). It requires practitioners to develop a clear understanding of each child's interests, knowledge, and abilities, using this insight to tailor teaching and learning experiences accordingly. The EYFS Statutory Framework (2024) highlights the importance of observations, saying that through daily interactions, practitioners should draw on both their own observations and those shared by parents and carers to inform their understanding of each child's progress and to support their continued development. 
Another key consideration in the observation and assessment process is the professional development and confidence of early years practitioners. According to Basford and Bath (2014), practitioners often feel pressure to meet external accountability measures, which can influence the quality and authenticity of their observational assessments. When practitioners are overly focused on documentation or meeting rigid assessment criteria, it can detract from their ability to engage meaningfully with children and respond spontaneously to their developmental needs. Continuous professional development is essential to ensure educators understand how to conduct formative assessments effectively and how to interpret observations in a way that supports child-led learning. Strong pedagogical leadership is necessary to embed a reflective culture where observations are viewed as a valuable tool for enhancing learning, rather than a bureaucratic or legislative requirement.
Additionally, there is growing recognition of the role that parents and carers play in supporting assessment in early years education. The EYFS Statutory Framework (2024) encourages practitioners to take into account observations and insights provided by families, recognising that learning does not only take place within the setting, but also in the home environment. Establishing strong partnerships with parents allows for a more holistic understanding of a child’s development and can improve the accuracy and relevance of assessments. According to Nutbrown (2012, Department of Education), collaborative assessment practices strengthen trust between families and educators, creating a shared responsibility for supporting the child’s progress. By incorporating parents’ observations, practitioners gain a richer, more comprehensive picture of each child’s learning journey and can plan more effectively to meet their individual needs.
However, there are issues that could affect the efficiency of assessment and observations in the early years. The National Education Union (2023) found that 92% of school staff they surveyed believed that current funding levels are not high enough to allow their school to employ enough teachers, or for other staff to support pupils’ learning, and 85% of respondents believe that current funding levels prevent their school from providing adequate and appropriate learning resources for pupils. This is backed up by figures from Speilman (2020) who wrote in an article for the Government, while per-pupil school spending decreased by 8% in real terms between 2010 and 2019, it remains 14% higher than the levels recorded in 2003–04, when adjusted for inflation. Therefor it could be argued that finding time and resources to accurately make observations in the classroom. The Institute of Fiscal Studies (IFS) estimates that school funding will rise by 2.8% in the 2025-26 financial year, but according to Jeffreys and Clarke (2025) of the BBC, reports warn that costs are likely to rise by 3.6%, which nullifies the effects of increased funding. 	

Blog
After working for in early years education for a long time, I have witnessed a change in how interactions between staff and children and indeed children and children, take place. Of course, in modern times, factors such as technology, cost of living and changes in culture are bound to change how we as people interact with eachother either for better or worse. Where better to see this change than in early years education settings, where emerging new humans are packed into little rooms and taught. This is the perfect place to observe change in how we interact with eachother. I have seen how children tend to be shyer coming into our practices, they don't know how to interact and play. Perhaps this is the epidemic of “iPad Kids”, where parents are putting their child in front of a screen instead of interacting with them, perhaps this is the fault of schooling in the UK decreasing in quality, or perhaps it is both. In recent years I am pleased to say that have noticed a push in curriculums and approaches to create spaces for children to play, learn and develop. Forest School is an educational approach that utilises outdoor environments, particularly woodlands, to support holistic child development through hands-on, learner-led experiences. This approach prioritises the development of confidence, self-esteem, and independence by encouraging children to engage with nature, take appropriate risks, and solve problems collaboratively. Montessori practices also value this kind of approach to learning with Montessori (quoted in Montessori partnership, 2021) herself saying, “There must be provision for the child to have contact with nature; to understand and appreciate the order, the harmony and the beauty in nature”. Issues such as lack of staff and funding in schools can make approaches such as forest schools, difficult for practices to implement. Therefor I suggest a different play approach that I believe would be beneficial for young children, constructive play.
In early childhood education, play is not just a method of engagement it is the foundation of how children think, learn, and grow according to Whitebread (2012). Among the many forms of play, constructive play stands out as a powerful vehicle for cognitive, social, and emotional development. Whether it’s building with blocks, crafting with loose parts, or constructing dens in the outdoor area, constructive play boosts creativity, collaboration, problem-solving, and persistence, which are skills that are essential both in and beyond the classroom, as explained by Arnerich (2012). As education systems shift toward more child-centred approaches, frameworks like the Curriculum for Wales (2022) and pedagogical influences like Reggio Emilia have given renewed attention to the value of play. I want to explore the key considerations for educators and leaders when embedding constructive play into curriculum design and daily practice.
Constructive play involves manipulating materials to create or build something. It combines purposeful activity with exploration, allowing children to make sense of the world through hands-on experimentation. Psychologist Piaget (1950, sourced from McLeod, 2025) classified this as a stage of cognitive development in which children actively construct knowledge through interaction with their environment. In settings that prioritise constructive play, children develop spatial awareness, fine motor skills, mathematical thinking, and perseverance, all within the natural rhythms of play according to Nicolopoulou (1993). Crucially, they also begin to understand cause and effect, plan sequences of actions, and problem-solve when their designs don’t go as expected. For constructive play to thrive, it must be embedded within the broader curriculum vision. In the Curriculum for Wales (2022), play is seen as a fundamental approach to learning and development. This includes active engagement, creative expression, and opportunities to develop curiosity and independence, which are core outcomes of constructive play (Piaget, quoted in McLeod, 2025). The Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act (2021) supports this approach by requiring that learning be rooted in real experiences and developmental appropriateness. Constructive play aligns with these principles by offering rich, practical contexts in which children can develop the four purposes, which are, to enable pupils and children to develop as ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives; to enable pupils and children to develop as enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work; to enable pupils and children to develop as ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world and to enable pupils and children to develop as healthy, confident individuals, ready to live fulfilling lives as valued members of society. 
To enable constructive play, the environment must be intentionally planned. The Reggio Emilia concept of the “third teacher” positions the learning environment as an active participant in the child’s experience according to the Education Hub (2019). In practical terms, this means providing open ended, accessible materials, such as blocks, recycled items, fabric, cardboard, and natural resources, which invite building, combining, and inventing, something that is valued highly in the constructive play approach. Importantly, environments should be flexible. A well-stocked construction area indoors, and mud kitchens, crates, and large loose parts outdoors, offer children opportunities to design collaboratively, test ideas, and develop resilience when structures collapse or ideas evolve, according to Active Learning Space (2021). However, these types of activities can only be completed with staff facilitation. 
Practitioners play a vital role as observers, facilitators, and co-learners. In constructive play, the adult’s presence is critical, not to lead the play, but to extend it. According to Touhill (2020) by asking open ended questions such as, “How could you make this taller?”, and providing vocabulary like, “That’s a very stable base!”, or offering additional resources, adults help children to reflect, adapt, and persevere, which is what we see in Walter-Davies and Macdonald (2022). This aligns with Vygotsky’s (1978, quoted in McLeod, 2025) notion of scaffolding, where adults support children’s learning just beyond their current abilities. Constructive play offers abundant opportunities for this kind of tailored, in the moment support.
Assessment in a constructive play-based curriculum must be embedded, continuous, and unobtrusive. The Curriculum for Wales (2022) emphasises identifying learners’ strengths and next steps through everyday interactions and not through isolated testing. In constructive play, evidence of learning is often visible. For example, a child revises their plan after a structure collapses or collaborates with peers to develop a more stable design. These moments are valuable indicators of progress, especially in areas such as problem-solving, communication, and resilience (Weber et al, 2020). Observational assessment enables practitioners to capture these insights and use them to plan responsive, personalised learning experiences according to Grenier (2025).
A significant consideration in implementing a constructive play-based curriculum is access to appropriate resources. Constructive play thrives on variety, flexibility, and quantity requirements that can be difficult to meet within current funding constraints. A 2024 survey reported that 85% of educators feel unable to provide adequate learning materials due to limited funding (National Education Union,2023). However, creative sourcing can go a long way. Recycled and natural materials, community donations, and child-led repurposing of everyday objects can all support a rich constructive play environment without excessive cost, which also links well to the Montessori ideals of using recycled objects as playthings (Montessori Academy,2024). What matters most is how materials are presented and how intentionally they are used.
Constructive play is more than building towers or digging holes it’s about constructing ideas, identities, relationships, and understanding. I believe that by embedding this rich, purposeful form of play into the curriculum, educators can create a learning environment that truly honours the developmental needs and strengths of young children. Implementing a constructive play-based curriculum requires thoughtful planning, responsive pedagogy, and a belief in the power of play. It is my hope that constructive play and indeed other forms of play will create opportunities for children to develop their social skills and when done well, it will empower children to become confident, capable learners who aren’t just ready for the next stage but already thriving in the here and now.
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