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Part 1
Introduction
According to Ofsted (2024) understanding how young children learn and develop is central to shaping meaningful early years practice. The early years is a crucial stage in a child's life, where curiosity, play, and relationships form the basis of learning. Therefore, the curriculum must reflect both developmental needs and the rights of the child.                                                                                                                              According to the Department for Education (no date) the curriculum in England is a plan for what children learn in school. It sets out the subjects that should be taught and the level of understanding pupils are expected to reach in each one. This helps make sure that all children, no matter where they go to school, get a consistent and well-rounded education.                                                                                                        The Department for Education (2024) also states that a curriculum outlines what children should learn during their time in an early years setting. Practitioners are encouraged to design a curriculum that suits their setting, using a mix of play, activities, teaching, and real-life experiences to support every child's learning, development, and well-being. An effective curriculum is a well-rounded and thoughtful plan that outlines what children should learn and experience across all areas of learning. It is designed with a specific age group in mind and aims to support every child to reach their full potential.
This assignment will compare, and contrast two play-based approaches used in early years education, the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) and the Montessori method. These are two different early years curricula used to guide early childhood education in England and elsewhere. Both approaches place value on play as a vital part of children's development, however they differ in their structure, goals, and how adults support learning. The discussion will explore how each approach views the role of the adult, the learning environment, and the child’s independence. By critically examining both methods, this assignment will aim to highlight the strengths and limitations of each, helping to develop a deeper understanding of how play can best support young children's learning within the early years.
According to the West Northamptonshire Council (2024) in England, the Early Years Foundation Stage is a statutory framework that all early years providers, such as nurseries, preschools, childminders, and reception classes, must follow. It sets out the standards for learning, development, and care for children from birth to five years old. The main aim of the EYFS is to ensure that every child is supported in developing well, staying healthy and safe, and gaining the essential skills and knowledge they need for school and beyond. The framework also helps practitioners focus on school readiness while creating a balanced, child centred approach to learning. It promotes high quality teaching and learning, helping children build strong foundations for their future. All settings registered with Ofsted are required to follow the EYFS, which ensures a consistent and fair approach to early education across the country.
In contrast, the Montessori approach is a child focused way of teaching that encourages independent, active learning, and working together. In Montessori classrooms, the environment is thoughtfully set up so children can choose activities that interest them, helping them learn in a way and at a pace that suits them best. Instead of leading the learning, educators take on a more supportive role, observing, guiding, and stepping in only when needed. This approach helps children build self-discipline and enjoy learning in a calm, respectful space (‌Brodie, 2025).
Both the Early Years Foundation Stage and the Montessori approach are built around the idea that every child is unique and capable, however they go about supporting children's development in slightly different ways. According to Rizvi (2025) The EYFS focuses on four main principles: recognising each child as an individual, building strong and positive relationships, and creating supportive environments, and encouraging learning through play and exploration. Practitioners play an active role in guiding children's development, working closely with families, observing what children need, and using assessments to tailor learning experiences. There is a strong emphasis on inclusion, making sure every child, regardless of background or ability, is supported so they can reach their full potential.
The Montessori approach, as explained by Velkova-Manovska (2020), shares that respect for the child, however it places much more weight on independent and self-directed learning. Children are free to choose what they want to explore, within a carefully prepared environment that is calm, ordered, and full of natural materials. Practitioners do not lead as much as they quietly observe, stepping in only to guide or model something when it is needed. Montessori also pays close attention to “sensitive periods” which are windows of time when children are especially open to learning certain skills. Unlike the EYFS, there is little formal assessment, instead, the child’s natural curiosity drives their progress.
According to Lillard (2013) Montessori education encourages children to be independent and active learners by giving them freedom to choose from a range of carefully prepared, hands-on activities. These tasks often practical or sensory based are purposeful and designed to build specific skills. The Montessori approach does not focus much on imaginative or pretend play, instead, it promotes real life activities that children can master on their own. Practitioners step back and observe, only stepping in to guide when needed. This setup fosters deep concentration and a sense of ownership in learning, but it is more structured, and goal orientated than many people might associate with “play”.
However, the EYFS takes a broader view of what play can look like, Zosh et al (2018) describes how the EYFS framework includes both free play and more guided activities led by practitioners. Play here is seen as essential for all areas of development, not just academic skills, but also creativity, emotional regulation, and social interaction. Unlike the Montessori approach, the EYFS recognises imaginative play as a vital part of early learning. Adults are more involved in shaping an extending play, responding to children's interests to help them make meaningful connections and develop critical thinking. 
According to Brodie (2025) within the EYFS, adults are active co-learners and guides. Practitioners use Vygotsky’s Theory of the Zone of Proximal Development, scaffolding children's thinking when they are ready to take the next step.                   They set up play experiences, question effectively, and support children's language development through shared dialogue during play worlds (Driver Youth Trust, 2025 and Brėdikytė, 2022).
According to Kirca-Demirbaga (2018) in Montessori settings, adults take a calm and observant role, focusing on creating a well-prepared environment rather than leading the learning directly. By stepping back, they allow children to make their own choices, which encourages independence, concentration, and self-control. The relationship between adults and children is built on mutual respect and trust, with children gently guided as they explore and learn through hands-on meaningful materials.
The EYFS values families as a child's first and most important educators, encouraging their involvement through regular chats, parent meetings, and opportunities to celebrate children's learning together. By building these strong connections, early years settings can better understand each child's background and create an inclusive, welcoming environment that respects and reflects different cultures and experiences (Bernard, 2024).
Leuwol (2024) states that Montessori also values strong partnerships with families, taking time to introduce parents to the approach and how it works in everyday life. The learning environment is seen as an extension of the home, with parents encouraged to support routines and independence beyond the classroom. This helps create consistency for the child and builds a shared understanding between home and school.
According to Parker and Thomsen and Berry (2022) and Early Years Coalition (2021) one of the key strengths of the EYFS is how flexible it is. It blends different types of play, whether it is guided by the child, led by an adult, or somewhere in between, to support each child's individual way of learning. By offering a wide range of playful experiences, from free exploration to more structured activities, the curriculum makes it easier to include and support children at different stages of development and with different needs.
Cremin et al (2015) highlights how child-initiated play in the early years can create rich opportunities for learning, particularly in areas like science. The study shows that when children are encouraged to lead their own play, they are more likely to engage in questioning, investigating, and problem solving, these key skills support their understanding of the world. This kind of play allows children to follow their interests and express curiosity in a natural way. Rather than directing the activity, practitioners are encouraged to observe and sensitively interact to extend learning without taking control. The research highlights that child-initiated play fits closely with the early year’s foundation stage guidance in England, supporting the idea that children learn best through active exploration. Cremin et al (2015) also emphasise the importance of a balanced approach, where children have freedom in their play but also benefit from the support and scaffolding of skilled adults when needed.
Both the EYFS and Montessori approaches offer rich, play-based learning experiences, but they support children in different ways. EYFS is flexible, combining adult-led and child-led play to meet a wide range of needs, and it places strong emphasis on family partnerships and inclusive practice. Montessori, on the other hand, encourages independence through a carefully prepared environment and a calm, observational adult role. While EYFS leans on guidance and variety, Montessori focuses on self-directed learning and structure. Together, they highlight how different educational approaches can support children's development, each offering valuable insights into what it means to nurture the whole child.
Part 2: Assessment Methods
Every child is unique, with their own interests, strengths, and ways of developing. This understanding forms the basis of effective early years education. Play based learning frameworks are built around the idea that recognising each child as an individual is essential to helping them reach their full potential. In England, the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) places the ‘unique child’ at the centre of its approach. It is one of four key themes that guide how children's early learning is planned, supported, and assessed (Department for Education, 2024).                                              
This report takes a closer look at how this principle is put into practice. It critically examines how assessment methods, progress tracking, and age or stage-based development models reflect the idea of the unique child in play-based settings. Drawing on government guidance and current research, the report explores both the strengths and challenges of these approaches.
The EYFS defines the unique child as one who is “constantly learning and can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured” (Department for Education, 2024).
Within early years education, particularly within play-based settings, understanding each child's development requires more than standardised testing or one-off evaluations. One key method used across early years settings in England is the observational assessment. This method involves carefully watching, listening, and recording children's behaviour, interactions, and learning during everyday activities. It allows practitioners to build a clear picture of a child's development over time and is strongly embedded within the Early Years Foundation Stage framework (Department for Education 2024).
Observational Assessment
Observational assessment is a formative approach that involves observing children as they engage in play, routines, and interactions throughout the day. These observations are then used to assess development across the EYFS seven areas of learning (Department for Education, 2023).
According to Early Education (2021) practitioners may make short, informal notes or more detailed written or photographic records. The observations are analysed using frameworks such as Development Matters or Birth to 5 Matters, helping staff identify where the child is in their learning and plan the next steps.
According to Neaum (2017) this method is not about formal testing or checking off objectives, but about genuinely understanding a child through everyday experiences. It supports assessment that is continuous, child-led, and embedded in real life contexts.
According to the Department for Education (2023) in practice, observational assessment is carried out throughout the day as part of routine activities. Practitioners might notice a child working collaboratively to build a tower, showing problem solving and communication skills. This moment can be recorded and later linked to areas such as mathematics, physical development, and personal, social and emotional development.
Anya (no date) states that many settings use digital platforms like Tapestry to capture observations, add notes, and share updates with families. These tools make it easier to store observations securely and track progress over time. Observations are often discussed in team meetings, helping staff work together to build a shared understanding of each child.
According to Pascal and Bertram and Rouse (2019) one benefit of observational assessment is that it provides a rich and holistic picture of a child's learning. By observing in natural settings, practitioners see what children can do, not just what they can recall in formal settings. It enables practitioners to tailor learning opportunities to individual needs, building on interests and strengths. It is also flexible and inclusive. Children with English as an additional language (EAL) or special educational needs may struggle in formal assessments but may reveal deep learning through play, gesture, or creativity. Observational assessment values all these ways of communicating and learning.
This method also strengthens relationships with families. Sharing observations helps parents feel more involved and allows practitioners to understand the home context, enriching their perspectives of the child (Early Education, no date).
However, there are challenges. High quality observations take time, and with busy routines, practitioners may struggle to record everything accurately. There is also a risk of subjectivity; different staff may interpret behaviours differently. Over reliance on digital systems can lead to box ticking or collecting too much data without using it meaningfully. Furthermore, pressure to demonstrate progress for inspections can shift the focus from natural learning to proving outcomes (Roberts-Holmes and Bradbury, 2016). 
Observational assessment aligns closely with the EYFS principle of the unique child, which recognises that each child is a capable learner with their own developmental path (Department for Education, 2024).                                                                                By observing what each child chooses to do and how they engage with people and resources, practitioners gain insight into individual interests, learning styles, and challenges. This method enables practitioners to monitor progress in real time, identifying whether a child is developing typically, needs extra support, or might benefit from new challenges. It helps detect emerging needs early, supports referrals to specialists where appropriate, and guides planning to ensure every child is included and valued. It also respects the whole child not just their cognitive development, but also their emotional, social, and physical growth. Observational assessments allow learning to be personalised, playful, and meaningful, aligning with the EYFS.



Reception Baseline Assessment
[bookmark: _Hlk201101062]According to the Standards and Testing Agency (2020) the Reception Baseline Assessment (RBA) is a statutory, one to one practical task-based assessment administered during the first six weeks of a child's reception year (age 4 - 5). Its aim is not to pass or fail children but to establish a starting point in early literacy, communication, and mathematics. The resulting score serves as a reference point to measure progress from reception to key stage 2 (age 11), primarily for accountability purposes rather than individual learning planning (Standards & Testing Agency 2025).
Also stated by the Standards and Testing Agency (2020) RBA is conducted individually in a familiar school setting by reception practitioners who are trained in specific tools provided by approved publishers (NFER) through the BeP electronic portal system, which guides scoring and administration. In practice, the assessment involves short, structured tasks, for example, identifying letters, counting objects, or responding to simple questions. Audio or gesture-based supports are available for children with SEND or English as an Additional Language (EAL). Practitioners must follow a consistent protocol, such as recording yes/ no answers and ensuring each child is assessed within six weeks of starting school.
According to Lindsay (2021) the benefits of RBA are that it is an inclusive design, RBA includes adaptations for children with SEN or EAL, allowing breaks and use of sign language or visual supports. It also gives a universal benchmark because all children are assessed on the same domains, the system aims to create a fair benchmark for measuring progress across schools. According to Bradbury (2019) one of its intended benefits is that it supports national accountability by helping schools track children's progress from the very start of reception through to the end of primary school. This can give a clearer picture of long-term educational outcomes across the system.
According to Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes (2016) there are some challenges to this assessment method as teachers and stakeholders report that delivering the RBA often interrupts the calm start to school life potentially affecting child comfort and engagement.
According to UCL (2016) many teachers have shared concerns about the reception baseline assessment, saying that summarising a child’s ability with just one number does not always give a true picture, especially for children who are still building confidence in English. A study by UCL which gathered views from over 1000 teachers, found that 60% felt the assessment did not accurately reflect children's learning, and 71% believed it did not properly identify the needs of children learning English as an additional language.
According to The Centre for Education & Youth (2015) the reception baseline assessment is designed to focus mainly on literacy and mathematics. While these are important, it means that other key areas such as children's social skills, emotions, creativity, and physical development are not included, even though they play a big role in how young children learn and grow.
Research highlights that using reception baseline assessment results for school accountability can create added pressure for teachers. Some practitioners felt this pressure might lead them to adjust how they deliver the assessment or rethink their approach altogether, which could take away from the natural, play-based learning that's so important in the early years (Meechan et al, 2022).
On paper the Reception Baseline Assessment does include some features that could support the Early Years Foundation Stage principle of recognising the unique child. For example, the one-to-one format allows the practitioner to spend focused time with each child, which can help build trust and reduce anxiety during the assessment. The assessment is also designed to be flexible, children can take breaks or use adaptations if needed, which helps accommodate different learning needs and allows them to work at their own pace (Standards & Testing Agency, 2025).
According to Meechan et al (2022) a key concern raised by early years practitioners is that the reception baseline assessment feels overly standardised, leaving little room for children to show their individuality. Research has shown that teachers shared that the fixed, scripted format of the assessment often restricts children from expressing themselves through play or using alternative ways to communicate, especially beyond the core areas of literacy and maths. Many felt that this narrow approach does not reflect the full picture of a child's development, such as their creativity, confidence, or social skills, which are qualities that are just as important in the early years.
According to Russell (2020) another concern raised by early years practitioners is the emotional impact the reception baseline assessments can have on young children. Some teachers observed that children appeared anxious, overwhelmed, or confused during the assessment process. This emotional strain sometimes led practitioners to focus more on managing children's behaviour than ensuring their emotional well-being. 
According to findings from Meechan et al (2022) and a practitioner led study stated by ‌Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes (2016) these pressures can interfere with the calm, supportive environment essential for early learning. In addition to emotional concerns, many practitioners feel that the RBA offers only a limited view of a child's development. The assessment is focused mainly on literacy and maths, which means it overlooks other important areas such as a child's interests, social growth, creativity, and problem-solving abilities. Research from both found that because of these limitations, many early years professionals continue to rely on observational assessments to gain a fuller understanding of each child. These tools are better suited to capturing the whole child and supporting individualised planning and development.
Part 3: Blog
Building Strong Foundations: The Role of Parent Partnerships in Implementing a Play-Based Curriculum.
According to the Department for Education (2024) in early years education, play based learning is often celebrated for how well it supports children's overall development. But while what happens in the classroom is important, the success of a play-based approach also relies on strong relationships outside it, especially with parents. When families and practitioners work together, the curriculum becomes more meaningful and consistent for the child. That is why, under the Early Years Foundation Stage framework, building partnerships with parents is not just encouraged, it is something all early years settings are legally required to do.

Parent Partnership in the EYFS: A Statutory Expectation.
The Department for Education (2024) also states that the EYFS framework makes it clear that early years providers must create a regular, two-way flow of communication between parents and practitioners. This is not just a guideline, it is a statutory expectation. One of the EYFS four guiding principles is all about positive relationships, recognising that children learn to be strong and independent through loving and secure relationships. This idea highlights just how important it is to work closely with families as a central part of supporting each child's development.
Parent partnerships are therefore essential in helping practitioners meet each child's individual needs (Department for Education 2024). They also play a key role in creating consistency and continuity between what happens at home and in the setting. When parents understand the learning taking place, especially through play, they are more likely to support and reinforce it at home, making the experience more meaningful for the child.
The Ofsted education inspection framework also checks how well settings build relationships with families, showing that strong parent partnerships are not just helpful, they are a key part of good leadership and management (Ofsted, 2023).
Why Parent Partnerships Matter in Play-Based Learning
Play based approaches are all about letting children explore, be creative, and learn through social interaction. However, this can sometimes be confusing for parents who are more used to formal teaching (Bubikova-Moan and Næss Hjetland and Wollscheid, 2019). That is why it is so important to bring parents on board and explain the thinking behind learning through play. When parents understand its value, it helps build trust, reduces concerns, and makes it easier for them to support their child's learning at home in meaningful ways.
The Education Endowment Foundation (2025) highlight that when parents are involved in their child's learning, it can make a real difference to their progress, especially when settings take time to explain how learning takes place. In a play-based curriculum, that means showing parents how play helps children build communication skills, solve problems, and develop emotional resilience.

Benefits Backed by Research
Numerous research shows that when schools and families work closely together, children do better, not just academically, but also in their behaviour and emotional well-being (Goodall and Montgomery, 2014). These kinds of outcomes link directly to key EYFS areas like Personal, Social and Emotional Development, Communication and Language and Understanding the World. 
Common Barriers and Inclusive Solutions
While parent partnership is critical, it can be difficult to achieve without deliberate effort. Barriers often include language and cultural differences (ParentPay Group, 2022).
According to Bonetti and Brown (2020) Some parents may have had negative experiences with education in the past, while others might struggle with limited time or access to digital tools, especially in disadvantaged communities. To tackle these challenges, practitioners need to take an inclusive and flexible approach, one that respects each family's background and culture. This kind of thoughtful, responsive practise links closely with the EYFS principles of creating enabling environments and building positive relationships.
Strategies to Strengthen Partnerships
Bonnetti and Brown (2022) also state that keeping communication open and meaningful is a great way to build trust with families. Whether it is through newsletters, apps like tapestry, or just everyday chats, showing how play supports learning goals helps parents to see the real value behind what their child is doing.
Inviting parents in through stay-and-play sessions, open classrooms, or sharing learning journals gives them a real feel for how the curriculum works in practice. These simple but powerful moments can boost parents’ confidence and make children feel even more connected and engaged (Learning Journals, 2025).
Listening to parents via feedback forms, home visits, or meetings, ensures that provision reflects children's home lives and backgrounds (Goodall, 2013). This co-construction of learning environments is rooted in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory which recognises the impact of interconnected systems like home and school (Khairul Amali et al, 2023).
According to Kara (2024) recognising and celebrating family cultures and languages fosters a sense of belonging. This is particularly important in diverse communities, where children's home lives may differ significantly from classroom practices.
The Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (Welsh Government, 2019) require early years practitioners to demonstrate strong communication and partnership skills with parents. This echoes findings by Elfar and Page (2015) who suggest that trust and attachment between adults, including parents and practitioners, create a secure emotional base for children.
Practitioners who embrace the EYFS commitment to working in partnership with parents not only meets statutory expectations, but also foster settings that are inclusive, effective, and child centred.
Conclusion
Parent partnerships are not an optional extra, they are central to both the ethos and legal framework of early years education. In a play-based setting, they matter even more, helping families understand what learning through play looks like and how they can support it at home. When parents feel informed and genuinely valued, they are far more likely to get involved in their child's learning journey, which leads to better outcomes and a stronger link between home and setting. For practitioners, it is not just about meeting requirements, it is about ensuring every child has the best possible start for lifelong learning.
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