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The Reggio Emilia approach originated in Italy. It was developed by Loris Malaguzzi and local parents that hoped to create a child centred education system that focused on creativity, collaboration, and inquiry-based learning (Rinaldi, 2005). Whereas the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) was introduced in 2008 in England as a statutory framework for early childhood education. It was developed from previous early year policies, such as the Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Stage (2000) and the Birth to Three Matters Framework (2002). EYFS was based on a structured approach that would ensure developmental milestones were met whilst incorporating play-based learning principles (DfE, 2008). Both approaches prioritize play based learning, however they differ in their principles, concept, and implementation.
The similarities in play-based learning are that both emphasize on child led exploration, recognise the child as a capable learner who constructs knowledge through play (Rinaldi,2005; Wood, 2019). Play is seen as a valuable tool in learning, it fosters creativity, problem solving and social interaction (Parker, Thomsen & Berry, 2022; Zosh et al., 2017). These frameworks advocate for open ended materials that encourage exploration and self-expression, enabling children to explore and communicate in diverse ways (Department for Education, 2023; Malaguzzi, 1993). Teachers guide and support learning rather than trying to control it. This allows children to explore, discover, and develop their own understanding, where educators observe and respond to children's interest rather than imposing rigid lesson plans (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 2012; Bradbury, 2018). Observation and documentation are carried out in both models to inform future activities. Reggio Emilia uses pedagogical documentation, whilst EYFS requires formative assessments to track developments (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 2012; Bradbury, 2018).
Although both frameworks give importance to play based learning, Reggio Emilia promotes open ended, child led learning allowing cognitive development through play. Whereas the EYFS acknowledge the importance of play but tends to guide play towards measurable outcomes which limits spontaneous exploration (Wood, 2019). Educators in the Emillia Reggio framework document children's learning through pedagogical documentation, through methods such as, videos, notes, and the child’s journey. The focal point being the child’s journey. This helps teachers understand the children's thinking and supports on going learning (Wien, 2011). Carol Anne Wien in her journal discusses how incredibly useful pedagogical documentation can be, particularly making children's learning visible and engage in collaborative reflection. Although this could be challenging for educators, if carried out correctly can be rewarding. However, the issues that occurred were teachers struggling to document consistently and forgetting the use of tools such as cameras. It is essential that staff must be trained to recognise learning moments and capture this effectively. However, it could be a challenging to document daily whilst not disrupting learning.
The EYFS framework assessment includes ongoing formative assessment where no formal written records are required but use of observation within a play-based environment is carried out. These guides planning and allow individualised support. A progress check at age two and a reception baseline assessment conducted in the first six weeks of reception, then at the end of reception, so that teachers can assess children against the 17 early learning goals. Local authorities moderate EYFS profile assessments to maintain consistency in standards. According to Wood (2019), EYFS assessment reinforces set learning outcomes, not allowing practitioners autonomy in shaping child led experiences. Wood (2019) also address that EYFS play based learning is shaped by policy driven assessments framework and has a structured approach to play. Whereas Birth to 5 Matters (2021) has a more positive view, which emphasizes on how observational assessment allows practitioners to observe and document natural interactions, allowing holistic development without disrupting play.
Even though both frameworks support physical, emotional, and intellectual growth, acknowledging the importance of social interactions (DfE, 2021). Reggio Emilia highlights multi-sensory learning, embedding art, music, and movement at the core of their learning. Whilst EYFS tends to focus on developmental milestones (Thornton & Brunton, 2015; DfE,2023). Flexible learning environments are important components to both frameworks, but their approach differs. Robson (2017) literature review discusses the principle of the environment as a third teacher in the Reggio Emillia approach to education. Her study highlights how learning spaces actively shape children's cognitive, social, and emotional development. Key points that she focuses on are how physical space in this approach is designed to enable exploration, collaboration, and creativity (Robson, 2017). The environment is perceived as a co- teacher, alongside practitioners and children, influencing a child's learning and experiences. Furthermore Robson (2017) identifies key principles that define as a third teacher. These include spaces that are visually stimulating, with natural lights, colour, and textures. Environments that encourage problem solving and hands on opportunities. Use of objects such as glass, mirrors, and open spaces. Spaces should be adaptable allowing change based on children's evolving needs. This study reinforces the view that learning environments are not just background spaces but active participants in education for children (Robson, 2017).
A successful early years learning environment supports holistic development, encouraging exploration, independence, and social interaction (DfE, 2021). The enabling environment is central to EYFS, allowing spaces to be flexible and responsive to children's evolving interest (Birth to 5 matters, 2021). Open ended resources such as natural materials and a variety of textures, allow creativity and problem solving (Gandini, 2011). 
Additionally, outdoor learning is highlighted to improve physical development and cognitive engagement, providing risk taking opportunities and sensory exploration (White & Edwards, 2018). However, White (2011) discusses the challenges of outdoor provision in EYFS, although the outdoor environment is valued, it could be limited due to weather related issues, this impacts accessibility and engagement. Often decisions about outdoor access are made by adults, they may restrict play due to cold or wet conditions rather than going with the child's preference. This may limit children's autonomy in outdoor learning, despite EYFS guidance advocating for regular outdoor experiences. Practitioners have a vital role in shaping environments, as they must ensure spaces facilitate engagement while meeting developmental milestones (DfE, 2021). Moreover, pedagogical documentation allows practitioners to understand and reflect on how environments influence learning trajectories, reinforcing the view that spaces act as active participants in the educational process (Robson,2017). Therefore, a well-designed EYFS environment shapes children's educational experiences and developments.
While enthusiasm for Reggio Emillia inspired practices has increased within England, the cultural transferability of this play-based teaching model remains controversial. Chicken (2023) suggests that early year's curricula is challenging to deliver and influenced by national discourses, knowledge claims and policy frameworks, make it difficult to implement Reggio practices. Using insights on (Maynard, 2007; and Kwon, 2002, as cited in Chicken, 2023), Chicken highlights how the English early childhood education historically valued the child as a curious, meaning making agent, and teachers as facilitators, who supported learning through free play and emotional development. At first impression, these values appear to align with the Reggio Emilia approach.
However, Chicken (2023) explains that the National Curriculum (1988) reforms shifted pedagogical values towards standardisation, performativity, and school readiness. This creates a distance between the early year's framework from Reggio's philosophical roots. Furthermore, she discusses MacNaughton's (2005) concept of disciplinary power, (as cited in Chicken, 2023), she argues that practitioners professional thinking became normalised by these dominant policy frameworks, leading them to plan provision around predefined goals rather than what the child's interest were. This also aligns with Foucault’s theory of disciplinary power (Foucalt,1977, as cited in Chicken, 2023), whereby practitioners are subtly influenced to base their decision making on policies and normalising performance monitoring. Chicken’s Table 1 (2023, p.325) highlights these tensions. It compares Reggio and EYFS in different areas. For example, while Reggio embraces progettazione, a flexible child led planning method, EYFS encourages forward planning around early learning goals, more often prioritising outcomes, and assessments. This reflects the differences as Reggio resist universal developmental trajectories, whereas EYFS often tends to normalise benchmarks, limiting adaptability and interpretation (Chicken, 2023). By highlighting these contrasts, Chicken demonstrates that the attempt to implement Reggio is failing as without challenging the policy frameworks that suggest success is measured through data, targets, and performance, the English early years education can only result in mimicry without embracing the philosophy of the Reggio Emillia framework.
The EYFS have set standards that support children's physical, personal, social, and cognitive development. It endeavours to deliver a well round approach to early education (Department for Education, 2021a: Tickell, 2011). As discussed, this framework recognises play as central to learning and development, the approach encourages practitioners to provide rich play experiences that encourage exploration, creativity and problem solving (DfE,2021a: Early Education, 2021). It sets the tone for children to receive a solid foundation for future learning, high quality education, as structured by the EYFS, is known to improve educational outcomes, especially for children from disadvantaged backgrounds and helps to close the attainment gap (Ofsted, 2024: Tickell, 2011). practitioners are expected to be responsive to each child's needs, abilities, and interests, promoting inclusion and equality for all children, irrespective of their backgrounds, including those with special educational needs and disabilities. The EYFS emphasises the importance of positive and trusting relationships between children, families, and practitioners. This is essential for emotional security and purposeful learning that is effective (DfE, 2021: Early Education,2021). EYFS promotes strong relationships with parents and carers, which allows collaborative relationship support in children's learning and development both at home and across settings (DfE, 2021: Foundation Years, 2021). The EYFS includes rigorous safeguarding and welfare requirements to ensure children are safe, healthy, and nurturing environments. It is built on the principle that each child is unique and capable, with facilitator's expected to personalise learning to individual interests and developmental stages (DfE, 2021; Early Education, 2021). Moreover, Tickell (2011) describes the EYFS as an international exemplar, underpinned by evidence from developmental psychology, education, and neuroscience, providing ambitious standards and research led approach for early years learning and care. Early Education (2021) and Ofsted (2024) research reviews and government reports consistently display that children who attend high quality early years setting that are based on the EYFS, experience improved educational outcomes, better attainment at later stages of their schooling. This benefits children from underrepresented communities, benefitting them to narrow the attainment gap (Tickell, 2011; Ofsted, 2024). Internationally, the EYFS has gathered appreciation and is recognised as a model of good practice. This has influenced early childhood policy and development in other countries. The EYFS approach is consistently mirrored in international frameworks, confirming its relevance beyond the UK (Early Education, 2021; Department for Education, 2023). 

[bookmark: _Int_Nlw3DORt]The concept of the unique child means to recognise each child as competent, capable, and rich in potential (Brock et al., 2013). The concept is a foundational principle of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework in England. Every child is a capable learner from birth and develops at their own pace and shaped by a unique blend of experiences, relationships, and cultural contexts (DfE, 2021). Furthermore, Birth to 5 Matters highlights how recognising each child's identity, strengths and preferences is essential for learning, especially in diverse and inclusive settings (Early Education, 2021). This perspective highlights that assessment models must go beyond simply recording attainment, it is imperative to make the child's voice visible. The United Nations Convention on the rights of the child (UNCRC,1989) further states that children have the right to be listened to. Article 12 asserts the right to be heard in decisions affecting them, valuing the child's perspective, and emphasising the moral and legal rights of the child to personalised and participatory assessment in early education. 
Observational assessment is one of the main methods used in early years assessment. This method allows the practitioner to record learning in its natural context. Observation is widely valued for its ability to respond to each child's individual developmental journey and seeing the child holistically (Carr & Lee, 2012; Brock et al., 2013). The benefits of observational methods are that they allow the practitioner to capture the self-initiated actions during play, uncovering unique dispositions, interests, and abilities that may not be apparent through more structured assessments (DfE, 2021). 
This approach recognises cultural and linguistic diversity, the practitioner can identify and value learning that is shaped by child's cultural or linguistic background, making it possible to appreciate and celebrate experiences of all children (Early Education, 2021). This approach aligns directly to Articles 2 and 30 of the UNCRC (1989), which state that all children, regardless of background, should be treated fairly. In the context of observation, this ensures practitioners are not influenced by stereotypes about a child's ability based on their cultural background influence assessments. Furthermore article 30, acknowledges the right of children from minority groups to enjoy their own culture. Observations taken must recognise the unique cultural practices and beliefs of these minority groups, avoiding any subduing of cultural identity. These factors ensure that insights gained from observation support tailored learning experiences, aligning with the principle of the unique child. 
Despite its strengths, observational assessment has limitations that must be considered in practice. For example, even well-trained practitioners may unintentionally interpret observations through the lens of dominant developmental norms, this creates subjectivity and bias into assessment (Pascal & Bertram, 2015). As a result, the child's knowledge, skills, abilities, or behaviours may be undervalued or overlooked depending on practitioner's expectations, and cultural assumptions. This can overlook the unique strengths and needs of individual children, highlighting the need of ongoing reflection and professional development to support unbiased assessment practices.
 Furthermore, high quality observations can require considerable time, careful reflection, and discussion amongst staff (Bradbury, 2019). Practitioners are required to observe, interpret, and act on what they see, which can be complex and demanding. The pressure to produce quick results and meeting targets can be difficult and time consuming, this can lead to observations being compromised, limiting the effectiveness of the approach in capturing the child's learning and development. 
Moreover, when the main aim for observation is to provide evidence to meet targets or inspection purposes, there is a risk that the process becomes more about compliance than pedagogy (Ball, 2021; Robert-Holmes & Bradbury, 2016). Practitioners may feel the need to document what is expected, rather than what is meaningful for the child. This kind of pressure on a practitioner can narrow the focus of assessment, there would be limited opportunities for quality authentic engagement, and in recognising each child as a unique or capable learner. Whilst observational method clearly is a great tool of assessment in celebrating each child's uniqueness, this depends on the practitioner having sufficient time, reflexivity, and freedom to interpret development based on the unique child's capability rather than solely on external expectations.
Observational assessments primary strength lies in how the practitioner responds, trained practitioners document behaviours, interests, and competencies as they occur naturally whilst the child emerges in child-initiated activities, in alignment with the unique child principle (Carr & Lee, 2012). This approach is highly regarded as the foundation of play based pedagogy, valued for its ability to capture the child's natural journey and prioritises the importance of context and learning processes. However, without training and ongoing reflexivity, practitioners may unconsciously interpret observations through personal biases (Pascal & Bertram, 2016). Additionally, in settings with limited time and pressure to meet documentation requirements, the use of quality spontaneous observation reduced to superficial compliance and reinforcing what Ball (2003) calls the culture of performativity. Therefore, while observational assessment can promote inclusive and meaningful learning narratives, its effectiveness depends on practitioners' skills, time allocation and freedom from policy driven demands.
Learning journeys are used as a method of assessment and are a common way of documenting a child's progress in a setting, according to Early years careers (2016). This method aligns with the EYFS principles. This assessment method collects evidence through observations, photographs, child voice and work samples. The aim is to reflect on the child's learning journey, through co construction by practitioners, with children and their families. by involving children and families in the process, learning journeys create strong partnerships and make learning visible beyond the classroom, it supports communication and continuity between home and setting (Rinaldi, 2006; Peters, Paki and Davis, 2015). 
It is designed to help individuals to develop knowledge, skills, and personal growth over time. Learning journeys are continuous and create deeper engagement with the child. The personalization to the child's needs, ensures relevance and reflects on a child's interests, background, and expressive languages. this supports holistic documentation not just outcomes but the process of learning (Carr & Lee, 2012). This approach aligns with the unique child principle, as it takes all aspects into account. Learning journeys also support smooth transitions between early year settings and school by providing record of each child's experiences interests, and achievements. This information provided, helps to bridge the gap between different educational environments, allowing for more personalised support and any adjustments required to support the child (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021; Peters, Paki and Davis, 2015).
When educators collaborate with one another and discuss the child's learning journey, they promote consistency and reduce discontinuity. This helps children feel secure and confident as they move between settings (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021; Peters, Paki and Davis, 2015). This supports children's emotional wellbeing and improves their learning and adaptation during the change. Learning journeys are centred around the child, their play, work, and stories. This fosters a sense of ownership, pride and enhancing their learning identity (Rinaldi, 2006). When children revisit their learning journeys, they engage in narrative memory, a process that helps them reflect on their progress, supports emotional development, and build self-esteem (Carr & Lee, 2012; Escamilla,2021). 
These tools recognise children as active participants, celebrating their voice, agency and are not simply tools of assessment. In line with Article 3 of the UNCRC (1989), learning journeys ensure that educational decisions reflect the best interests of the child, affirming their voice, identity, and holistic wellbeing as the main concept as to assessment and planning.
However, learning journeys present several challenges. Carr & Lee (2012) discuss the risk of practitioners reflecting on what they think is important, rather than what the child values, which may limit the child's voice and interests. This would result in learning journeys undermining the principle of the unique child by giving priority to adult perspectives. This conflicts with the ethos of child centred pedagogy and reduces the reliability of the assessment method.
 Moreover, in some settings, learning journeys may become more about producing attractive artefacts than meaningful reflection, based on accountability measures and quotas (Bradbury, 2019). Practitioner skill and consistency also present challenges, as the quality of assessment can vary depending on expertise. Additionally high-quality learning journeys take time for practitioners to create and maintain, particularly if you have limited staff and large groups of children (Early Years Careers, 2016; Blaiklock ,2008).
 Another area for concern may be the use of cameras without clear, informed parental consent, leading to data protection laws. Even with consent given, children may not fully understand how their images are used. Importance should be given if a child is uncomfortable and their wishes should be respected. Rinaldi (2006) states that documentation should be a dialogue not a surveillance, the child's dignity and agency must be upheld. In line with Article 16 of the UNCRC (1989), which protects children from unlawful interference with their privacy, learning journeys must be used ethically and respectfully.
Finally, while learning journeys are a great alternative to standardised assessment and align with child led, cultural competence, and dialogic learning. However, their effectiveness relies on how well the information is used and conveyed by the practitioner. Although learning journeys can support transitions between settings, again how well the information is communicated plays a factor. Research shows that transitions can ease if learning journeys are shared thoughtfully, however inconsistent practices and lack of engagement from settings can limit their impact (Peters, Paki and Davis, 2015). To uphold the principle of the unique child, practitioners must be trained and given protected time to create, interpret, and share learning journeys with care and integrity.
Section 3
Belonging, Being and Becoming: Rethinking Curriculum
How can three simple words become the foundation of a play-based curriculum, one that delivers a holistic, identity affirming start for every child? In the UK, the term curriculum is too often associated with targets, tracking, and preparation for school. Yet, as the early years sector strives to create more inclusive and effective play-based environments, something essential still seems to be missing. In my view, this is where those three words Belonging, Being and Becoming come into play. Drawn from Australia’s Early Years Learning Framework, this concept is powerful and research-informed, supporting the whole child and aligning with the best of early years practice and theory (Australian Government Department of Education, 2022).

The EYLF asserts that children belong first to a family, a cultural group, a neighbourhood, and a wider community (AGDE, 2022). This perspective recognises each child’s lived experiences as valid and central to learning. While traditional curricula often focus on outcomes, what children can or cannot do. The EYLF approach is more closely aligned with the principle of the unique child and developmental models that prioritise holistic learning, not just milestones (Department for Education, 2024). Unfortunately, practice within the UK can sometimes treat culture as a one-off event, such as a dress-up day or a themed storybook session, rather than as an everyday reality. This approach contradicts Article 30 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which ensures that children from minority communities have the right to enjoy their own language, culture, and religion (UNCRC, 1989).

Belong

Children who feel they belong are more likely to take risks, persist with challenges, and regulate their emotions (Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Osterman, 2000; AGDE, 2022). As Osterman (2000, p. 323) notes, “When students experience a sense of belonging, they are more likely to be academically engaged, motivated, and exhibit positive social and emotional behaviours.” The EYLF challenges practitioners to create environments where every child’s story is centred, not merely added as an afterthought. This is further supported by Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, which emphasises that a child’s development is shaped by their relationships and environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). A sense of belonging is crucial for all children, and especially so for those from marginalised backgrounds. When children see their languages, cultures, and family structures reflected in play, the risk of exclusion is reduced. This is essential for settings committed to anti-racist and inclusive practice (Derman-Sparks and Edwards, 2010). The UNCRC upholds every child’s right to identity and participation (United Nations, 1989).

Being

The principle of Being in the EYLF honours childhood in the present, focusing on the child in the now and valuing children as active participants in their own lives, rather than merely preparing them for future outcomes or statistics designed for government policies (AGDE, 2022). This is enacted by slowing down routines, creating nurturing environments, and supporting decision-making and exploration through play. As the EYLF states, “Play provides opportunities for children to learn as they discover, create, improvise and imagine” (Australian Government, 2022, p.15), reinforcing the idea that play is central to how children make sense of the world.

This perspective aligns with Rogoff’s (2003) view that learning is co-constructed through relationships, and with Edwards’ (2013) argument that we should resist overly developmental curricula by reconnecting play to identity and meaning making. Educators are therefore required to slow down and pay close attention, truly connecting with children by focusing on their actions and understanding who they are as people in each moment. Children’s rights to express themselves and to be heard in matters affecting them are upheld by Article 12 of the UNCRC (United Nations, 1989) and are further enacted when practitioners listen to children’s ideas and incorporate their voices into planning. Reaching out to the child in each moment and allowing them to become is central to this approach.



Becoming

Becoming in the EYLF supports the idea that children grow through meaningful interactions and recognition, and looks to unfold child's identities, capabilities and values. Children are not just seen as learners but as citizens, creators, and contributors. This perspective, aligns in the work of Vygotsky (1978) and Bronfenbrenner (1979), encourages practitioners to see a child working in progress, reducing fixed expectations, and allowing for individual journeys (AGDE, 2022).

Becoming is supported through strong family engagement, this improves the continuity of learning and supports identity across home and setting (Sims & Hutchins, 2011), The EYLF encourage to work alongside families, recognising that identity is shaped across multiple contexts. In practice, this would mean to document child's evolving interests and achievements, to create opportunities for children to take meaningful roles, and ensuring their voices are heard in planning and reflection (Carr & Lee, 2012). Viewing children through a becoming lens, allows practitioners to shift from preparing children to be ready for school, instead they would be teaching children to be confident, resilient individuals, who recognise their worth, identity and voice. As highlighted by the UNCRC (1989), that an inclusive approach is beyond fixed outcomes, honouring each child's unique learning journey.

Benefits

Boost's identity and self-worth by children developing confidence and resilience through inclusive play-based learning (AGDE, 2022). 
 
Improves educator practice as teachers are more confident embedding inclusive and culturally responsive approaches (Davis, 2015).

Strengthens family connections and encourages collaboration between families and educators.

Enhances outcomes linked to better social emotional and communication skills for minimal cost (Evidence for Learning, 2023).

Supports right based learning which upholds UNCRC (1989) rights by promoting voice, agency, and identity.

Considerations 

Curriculum design to create play spaces that reflect children's cultures, interest, and development (DfE,2024).

Assessment using learning stories and observations to capture progress beyond checklists (Carr & Lee, 2012).

Staff development to build confidence through reflection, training, and exposure to inclusive, international approaches (Derman-Sparks; Edwards, 2010).

Overcoming challenges to tackle time pressures and play misconceptions by using policy and research to advocate for plays value (EEF, 2024).

Envisioning the future

In a world that is rapidly changing, children should not just be prepared for the future but truly seen in the present. The EYLF offers an approach that looks beyond scores and deeper at the child and us. The practitioner's lens can allow the child to be fully recognised in their full cultural, emotional and social richness. By creating early year environments that are centred on identity, agency and inclusion. We can create a framework that empowers to thrive by Belonging, Being and Becoming, today and in the future.
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