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Section 1 
The Montessori approach, developed by Dr. Maria Montessori in the early 20th century, is a child-centred educational approach grounded in the belief that children learn best through self-directed activity, hands-on learning, and collaborative play (Montessori, 1967). It emphasises autonomy, independence, and a carefully prepared environment that encourages exploration and discovery (Isaacs, 2010).
In a Montessori setting, children are free to choose activities from a range of appropriate resources, allowing them to work at their own pace. The role of the adult is to observe and support rather than instruct, providing scaffolding only when necessary (Lillard, 2005). Montessori materials are specifically designed to be self-correcting and to promote sensory engagement and logical thinking, fostering intrinsic motivation and concentration (Edwards, 2002).
A distinctive feature of the Montessori approach is the mixed-age classroom, which supports peer learning, mentoring, and a strong sense of community. Settings with mixed age classrooms are becoming more common in Wales for a number of reasons, some of which include staffing shortages and budgeting (Welsh Government 2019), around 25% of primary schools in Wales have mixed-age classes due to small pupil numbers (Estyn 2013) and lastly as stated in the Curriculum for Wales (2022) having mixed age classes encourages thematic, cross-phase teaching well suited to mixed-age learning. Settings such as these facilitates the development of leadership skills and cooperative social behaviours, as older children model and support the younger ones (Lillard, 2011).
In relation to curriculum guidance, the Montessori method shares core values with the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) in Wales, particularly the focus on independence, active learning, and holistic development (Department for Education [DfE], 2021). However, while EYFS encourages a balance of adult-led and child-initiated learning, Montessori education places much greater emphasis on child-led activities and minimises adult direction (Isaacs, 2010). This divergence can lead to tensions when implementing Montessori within mainstream settings guided by national frameworks.
Looking at The Reggio Emilia approach it originated in post-World War II Italy and was founded by Loris Malaguzzi in collaboration with local parents (Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 2012). It is a constructivist, play-based philosophy that views children as competent, curious, and capable of directing their own learning. Unlike more structured pedagogies, Reggio Emilia emphasises emergent, project-based learning, where curriculum topics arise from children’s interests and questions.
A central concept in this approach is the "hundred languages of children," which recognises the many ways children express themselves—through art, music, movement, play, construction, and conversation (Malaguzzi, 1996). The environment is considered as an additional member of staff and is designed to inspire curiosity, collaboration, and discovery (Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007).
Adults in Reggio Emilia settings act as facilitators and co-learners, rather than direct instructors. Teachers carefully observe children, document their learning, and use these observations to inform future projects and learning opportunities. Documentation serves not only as assessment but as a reflection tool for both educators and children, supporting deeper understanding and continuous development (Rinaldi, 2006).
From a curriculum standpoint, Reggio Emilia is not a fixed framework but rather a philosophy, making alignment with national curriculum guidance like the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) both flexible and challenging. While EYFS (DfE, 2021) emphasises characteristics of effective teaching such as active learning, creativity, and critical thinking, Reggio goes further by positioning children as the primary drivers of curriculum content. This can create practical difficulties in mainstream settings that are required to evidence progress against specific learning outcomes. However, the Reggio focus on child-led learning, creativity, and rich environments closely echoes the EYFS’s guiding principles and its emphasis on enabling environments and positive relationships.
When comparing both the Montessori and Reggio Emilia approaches, they are grounded in child-centred, play-based learning and share a commitment to nurturing the whole child. However, they differ significantly in pedagogical philosophy, curriculum design, the role of the adult, and views on learning environments.
Montessori education is structured around a sequenced curriculum and specialised materials designed by Dr. Maria Montessori to support self-directed learning (Lillard, 2005). It emphasises internal order, repetition, and individual progression through set tasks. In contrast, Reggio Emilia embraces a flexible, emergent curriculum based on children’s interests and inquiries, often developed through long-term, collaborative projects (Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 2012). While Montessori classrooms follow a prepared sequence of learning materials, Reggio classrooms allow learning content to evolve organically.
When comparing the role of the adult within both methods Montessori classrooms, the adult is seen as a guide who introduces materials and quietly observes, intervening only when necessary to support independence (Montessori, 1967). However, Reggio Emilia educators act as co-learners and researchers, engaging with children in a dialogic process of discovery (Rinaldi, 2006). This more collaborative role in Reggio reflects a relational pedagogy where adults and children construct knowledge together.
Both approaches value the environment as integral to learning but use it differently. In Montessori settings, the environment is highly ordered, with didactic materials placed methodically to encourage independent learning and self-correction (Isaacs, 2010). Reggio Emilia, however, views the environment as a dynamic "third teacher"—a place that encourages interaction, creativity, and investigation through open-ended materials and aesthetic design (Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007).
Assessment in Montessori is primarily observational, focusing on individual progress through developmental stages and mastery of specific skills (Lillard, 2005). Reggio Emilia relies heavily on pedagogical documentation—photos, videos, and transcripts—which capture the learning process and allow for reflection and future planning (Rinaldi, 2006). This form of assessment is more qualitative and collaborative, involving children and families in the learning journey.
Both approaches have elements that align with the EYFS framework (DfE, 2021), such as promoting independence, child-led learning, and holistic development. However, Montessori’s structured, sequenced curriculum can contrast with the EYFS’s emphasis on playfulness and flexible outcomes. Similarly, Reggio Emilia’s open-ended, emergent style may pose challenges in evidencing specific learning outcomes within a framework driven by early learning goals and assessments. Nonetheless, both methods support the EYFS principles of enabling environments and positive relationships, suggesting that they can enrich mainstream practice when adapted thoughtfully.
Furthermore, the critical analysis of curriculum guidance reveals key tensions when implementing these philosophies within the statutory framework. The EYFS encourages autonomy and holistic development, yet its emphasis on predefined learning outcomes and assessment practices can limit the depth and freedom of authentic play-based pedagogies. Outcome-driven accountability may conflict with the open-ended, process-oriented nature of Reggio Emilia and the individualised pace of Montessori education.
In conclusion, both the Montessori and Reggio Emilia approaches offer rich, child-centred models of play-based education that honour the rights, abilities, and agency of young learners. While their philosophies differ Montessori favouring structure, order, and self-direction, and Reggio Emilia embracing flexibility, collaboration, and emergent inquiry both place the child at the heart of learning. Each approach cultivates critical early skills through hands-on exploration, creative expression, and responsive adult interaction, aligning in many ways with the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) principles.
Section 2 
The term “unique child” is a core principle in early years education and is especially emphasised in the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework in the United Kingdom. It refers to the idea that every child is an individual with their own personality, learning style, background, and rate of development. Recognising children as unique means acknowledging that no two children develop the same, it is also essential for fostering an inclusive, responsive, and supportive learning environment that meets the needs of all children.
According to the Department for Education (DfE, 2021), the EYFS framework promotes the idea that every child is a competent learner from birth, who can be resilient, capable, confident, and self-assured. A unique child will bring their own experiences, interests, and needs to the setting, shaped by factors such as family life, culture, language, and any additional needs they may have (Tickell, 2011).
Understanding each child as unique requires practitioners to observe, listen, and respond sensitively. This includes recognising individual learning styles and tailoring learning opportunities accordingly. Effective early years practice involves adapting activities and environments to support children's development in ways that reflect their personal interests and needs (Nutbrown, 2012). For instance, one child may benefit from hands-on, sensory experiences, while another may thrive in imaginative role play or social interaction with peers.
Furthermore, the principle of the unique child is closely linked to building strong, secure relationships. Children who feel recognised, valued, and safe are more likely to develop confidence and resilience. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory supports this by emphasising the role of close, nurturing relationships in a child’s development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Positive relationships with adults provide children with a secure base from which to explore and learn.
Recognising the uniqueness of each child also promotes inclusive practice, ensuring that children with special educational needs, disabilities, or different cultural backgrounds are fully supported in their learning and development. Practitioners are expected to work in partnership with families and use their knowledge of the child’s home life to inform their practice (DfE, 2021).
Undertaking assessments is a vital part of understanding and supporting children’s development, especially within early years education. When considering play-based assessments, the concept of "assessment" takes on a unique and child-centred meaning. Rather than focusing on formal testing or structured evaluations, play-based assessment involves the systematic observation and analysis of a child’s learning, behaviour, and development through their natural play. It should be a flexible, holistic approach that allows educators and practitioners to gather meaningful insights into a child's progress in a way that is engaging and comfortable for the child (Sheridan, Howard and Alderton, 2011).
In a play-based assessment, the child is observed in a familiar and relaxed setting such as a classroom, engaged in activities that they choose and enjoy. Through these observations, educators can assess various areas of development, including communication and language skills, social and emotional understanding, physical coordination, problem-solving abilities, and creativity. Because play is a natural and primary way in which young children learn and express themselves, it becomes a powerful tool for identifying their current levels of ability, interests, and potential areas of need (Broadhead, Howard and Wood, 2010).
A key feature of play-based assessment is that it is child-led and informal. The adult plays a more observational role, stepping back to allow the child to take the lead while recording their interactions, choices, and responses. This process helps to ensure that the assessment reflects the child’s genuine capabilities, rather than being influenced by the pressure or unfamiliarity that can come with more traditional, structured assessment methods. It also allows for a more accurate understanding of how the child uses language, interacts with peers, and navigates their environment.
Furthermore, it also allows for a more inclusive and culturally responsive way of assessing children, as it takes place in contexts that are meaningful to them and respects their individual learning styles and backgrounds (Carr and Lee, 2012).
The Foundation Phase is the statutory curriculum for children aged 3 to 7 years in Wales, and it represents a significant shift in early years education by placing emphasis on experiential learning, active participation, and a play-based approach. Assessment within the Foundation Phase reflects these values by prioritising ongoing, observation-based methods over formal testing. The aim is to ensure that children’s development is understood in a holistic, individualised, and developmentally appropriate manner, allowing practitioners to support and plan for each child’s unique learning journey.
One of the central features of Foundation Phase assessment is the focus on continuous observation. Rather than relying on isolated tests or tasks, practitioners assess children by observing them in everyday situations and play-based contexts. According to the Welsh Government (2015), assessment should be "an integral part of the learning and teaching process," providing practitioners with a natural and authentic way to identify children’s progress, abilities, and areas for further support. This allows educators to build a fuller picture of each child's development over time.
The approach is also holistic, meaning it considers the full range of developmental domains cognitive, physical, emotional, social, and language development rather than focusing solely on literacy or numeracy skills. Donaldson (2015) highlights that learning should not be reduced to a narrow set of outcomes, but should recognise the importance of creativity, wellbeing, and personal development. As such, assessment within the Foundation Phase considers how children explore, communicate, socialise, and solve problems in real-world contexts.
By observing children during self-directed and adult-initiated activities, educators can tailor their teaching strategies and learning environments to suit individual interests and needs. This flexibility makes it easier to plan inclusive activities that support all learners, including those with additional learning needs or children from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Estyn, 2019). It also ensures that the child’s voice is recognised, fostering a sense of agency and self-worth.
Furthermore, Foundation Phase assessment provides a more developmentally appropriate alternative to formal testing. As argued by Papatheodorou and Moyles (2009), traditional tests often fail to capture young children’s true abilities, especially when they are still developing language skills or adjusting to structured learning environments. In contrast, assessment through play allows children to demonstrate what they know and can do in meaningful, familiar contexts.
While the Foundation Phase assessment framework presents many advantages for early years education, it is essential to acknowledge its limitations and potential weaknesses. A key weakness with the Foundation Phase assessment is its dependence on subjective observation. Since practitioners primarily assess children's development through ongoing observations, there is a potential for inconsistent interpretations. Different educators might view the same behaviour or skill in varying ways, leading to discrepancies in judgments regarding a child's progress (Brooker, 2011).
Another significant weakness is the time-intensive nature of continuous observational assessment. Documenting learning journeys and tracking development across multiple areas necessitate substantial effort and organization. Early years practitioners often deal with heavy workloads, making it difficult to allocate adequate time for thorough observation and meticulous record-keeping (Nutbrown, 2012).
Moreover, the effectiveness of Foundation Phase assessment significantly relies on the skills and experience of practitioners. Experienced educators are generally better at identifying developmental milestones, learning styles, and potential challenges. In contrast, less experienced staff may find it challenging to make precise observations or interpret behaviours accurately (Siraj-Blatchford, 2010).
Lastly, even though the Foundation Phase aims to endorse inclusive practices, there can be hurdles in effectively supporting children with complex additional needs or disabilities within this framework. The flexible, play-based approach might not always furnish the structured support or specialist input that some children require, leading to their needs being overlooked or insufficiently catered for (Rose, 2009).
In summary, The Eary Years Foundation Phase assessment is a powerful tool for supporting young children’s development in a way that is authentic, respectful, and meaningful. Its emphasis on observation, and the whole child makes it well-suited to early years education, where learning unfolds through exploration, play, and relationships. As early years educators, recognising and valuing this approach helps ensure that all children are given the best possible start to their educational journey.
One significant positive of assessment arrangements in non-maintained settings is the flexibility and individualised approach they often bring. Without the constraints of a maintained school system, settings may have more freedom to adapt their assessment methods to suit the needs and contexts of individual children (Pascal & Bertram, 2015). This can lead to more child-centred observations and deeper understanding of developmental progress, especially when delivered by experienced and well-trained practitioners.
Another advantage is the use of formative assessment through observation, which is embedded within daily practice. This informal and ongoing method aligns well with young children’s learning styles and can provide rich insights into their interests, strengths, and needs (Broadhead et al., 2008). 
In addition to flexibility and informality, close relationships with families are another positive feature. Many non-maintained settings operate on a smaller scale, allowing staff to build strong partnerships with parents and carers. These relationships support a two-way flow of information that enhances the accuracy and usefulness of assessments (Sylva et al., 2004). By involving families in observations and progress discussions, practitioners can gain a fuller picture of a child’s development across different environments.
However, there are notable challenges. One key issue is the variation in quality and consistency of assessment practices across non-maintained settings. Unlike maintained nurseries, providers can differ greatly in their staffing qualifications, access to training, and understanding of assessment expectations (Ofsted, 2022). This can lead to inconsistent judgements and under-identification of needs, particularly for children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND).
Furthermore, funding constraints can negatively impact the capacity of non-maintained settings to carry out robust assessments. Many rely on part-time or low-paid staff with limited non-contact time to complete detailed observations and paperwork. This administrative burden may reduce the time spent on meaningful interactions with children and limit the depth of assessments (Hutchinson et al., 2020). Additionally, while data collection is required for local authority monitoring, it can sometimes feel disconnected from practice, serving bureaucratic needs rather than directly supporting children’s development (Bradbury, 2019).
Lastly another challenge is communication and continuity between non-maintained settings and primary schools. While transition documents are commonly used, there is often a lack of consistent sharing of assessment data, leading to children starting Reception without a clear understanding of their previous development (Taggart et al., 2015). This gap can be particularly problematic for disadvantaged children or those with additional needs.
In conclusion, while assessment arrangements in funded non-maintained nursery settings offer personalised and flexible approaches aligned with the EYFS, they are not without their limitations. Ensuring consistency, supporting staff development, and improving communication with schools are critical to enhancing the effectiveness of these assessments. Continued investment and guidance from local authorities and national bodies are essential to ensure that all children receive high-quality early assessment, regardless of the setting they attend.
Section 3 
In this blog, I’ll explore key considerations that must be addressed when implementing or evolving a play-based curriculum when applying early intervention to ensure it remains meaningful, inclusive, aligned with developmental goals.
A successful play-based curriculum is built on a solid understanding of child development and early years pedagogy. It is not simply “letting children play,” it is a carefully structured approach that provides freedom within boundaries (Wood, 2013). Educators must be clear about what purposeful play looks like, how it supports the EYFS (Early Years Foundation Stage) framework, and how it links to outcomes (DfE, 2021).
Early intervention is widely recognised as supporting the development of children who exhibit delays or are at risk of developmental difficulties. It refers to the provision of targeted support and services to children both individually and within groups, the aim is to improve developmental outcomes and reduce the long-term impact of delay or disability. The rationale behind early intervention is grounded in neuroscience, developmental psychology, and educational research, all of which support the notion that early experiences play a significant role in shaping a child's cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development.
Intervention in early years education can take many forms, addressing a broad spectrum of developmental needs, including physical literacy, numeracy, speech and language, and fine and gross motor skills. Most interventions can be effectively implemented within the classroom environment, allowing children to benefit from inclusive practice and social learning opportunities among their peers (Department for Education [DfE], 2015). For instance, differentiated instruction, peer-assisted learning, and scaffolded support can be embedded into everyday teaching strategies to support individual needs without disrupting the class dynamic (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011).
However, certain intervention programmes, particularly those targeting speech and language difficulties or requiring focused physical exercises to improve muscle dexterity, may necessitate withdrawal from the classroom setting. In such cases, a quieter and distraction-free space allows for more targeted, intensive support, enabling practitioners to work closely with the child on specific goals (Law et al., 2017). Regardless of the setting, it is crucial that interventions remain engaging and enjoyable for children. Making learning fun has been shown to enhance motivation and retention, particularly for younger learners (Whitebread, 2012). Interactive games, movement-based learning, and creative play can all be harnessed to reinforce key skills in an enjoyable and meaningful way.
In my experience some educators are unwilling to implement intervention in the early years as this is they believe due to difference in ages that some children need to “catch up” meaning that they just need time to reach developmental stages, the issue here is that the stage of development usually is not the cause of the needs of interventions. This is where I believe that management should be undertaking progress review meetings regularly to ensure all staff are following current curricular and meeting the needs of each child. Additionally, settings should invest educating staff by sending them on courses which promote early intervention and strategies to implement it correctly. 
The early years of life are a time of extraordinary growth. Research has shown that more than one million new neural connections are formed in a child’s brain every second during the first few years of life (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). These connections provide the foundation for all future learning, behaviour, and health. Consequently, when children receive the right support early on, their chances of reaching their full developmental potential significantly increase. Intervening during this critical window allows for more effective support, as a child’s brain is more malleable and responsive to change at this stage than later in life.
Early intervention is particularly effective in addressing delays in speech and language, social interaction, motor development, and emotional regulation. For instance, children who receive speech and language therapy in the early years often show more significant improvement compared to those who begin intervention at a later age (Law, Garrett & Nye, 2004). Early support does not only help close developmental gaps but also builds confidence and independence in young children, preparing them more adequately for school and lifelong learning.
Another vital aspect of early intervention is the role of families. Effective early intervention programs take a family-centred approach, recognising that parents and caregivers are a child’s first and most influential teachers. Involving families in intervention supports stronger outcomes and empowers them with strategies to assist their child’s development in everyday settings (Dunst, Trivette, & Hamby, 2007). When families are supported early, their ability to manage stress and build strong relationships with their children also improves.
Importantly, early intervention strategies are highly compatible with play-based learning, which is a key element of early years education in many curricula around the world. A play-based curriculum emphasises exploration, creativity, and learning through meaningful experiences in a child-led environment. This approach provides an ideal context for delivering intervention in a way that feels natural, engaging, and non-intrusive. For example, therapists and educators can embed speech and language goals within storytelling, role-play, and group games, allowing children to practise communication skills in social and imaginative contexts. Similarly, motor development goals can be supported through climbing, construction play, or fine-motor activities like drawing and threading beads. Play is the natural language of young children; it offers a powerful platform for observing and supporting development in real time. Professionals can assess a child’s strengths and needs through observation during play and adapt intervention strategies accordingly. As noted by Bergen (2002), high-quality play supports cognitive, language, and social-emotional development, making it an effective medium for both teaching and assessment. Integrating intervention into play ensures that children remain motivated and reduces the stigma that can sometimes be associated with more structured or clinical approaches.
Furthermore, early intervention offers long-term economic and societal benefits. Studies have shown that investing in high-quality early support results in reduced costs for education, health, and social services in later years (Heckman, 2006). Preventing or mitigating developmental difficulties early can reduce the need for more intensive and costly interventions in the future.
Kotter’s (1996) change management theory reminds us that successful change requires a shared vision, short-term wins, and broad-based support. If transitioning from a more traditional or structured framework, change management must be managed sensitively. Staff may feel uncertain, especially if they are used to working within a rigid timetable or are worried about perceived “gaps” in academic readiness.
In conclusion, early intervention is a vital part of child development support. It takes advantage of the brain’s natural plasticity during the early years and can significantly improve developmental outcomes for children who are at risk of or experiencing delays. By identifying concerns early and involving families in responsive, targeted strategies, early intervention lays the groundwork for a child’s lifelong learning and wellbeing. It is not only a moral imperative but also a sound economic investment in the future of children and society.
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