
www.reflectionsonlearning.co.uk  
 enquiries@reflectionsonlearning.co.uk /  Tel: 01732 225850   

Encouraging exploration and active learning in the foundation years 
November 2011 
 
Children’s curiosity about the world around them is evident from the day they are born. Babies use all their 
senses to explore their surroundings in their efforts to make sense of the world. Even before they can talk 
they are clearly investigating, asking questions, solving problems and making choices as they play, eat, and 
interact with those around them.  
As early years practitioners you will want to support and reinforce this innate curiosity to give children the 
confidence to develop their own theories about the world and how it works. Encourage children to talk 
about their ideas, and listen carefully to what they say. This helps them to develop their communication 
and thinking skills and provides many opportunities for you to extend their vocabulary. Young children are 
fascinated by words and helping them to use the correct ’scientific’ words to describe their ideas and 
discoveries will build both their knowledge and self- confidence.  
To support young children as active explorers and inventors you need to be confident in your own 
understanding of science and technology. Our book, ‘Science in the Early Years: Building Firm Foundations 
from Birth to Five’ has been written to help to provide you with this information.  
 
Starting points for investigation and exploration 
To engage young children’s interest in exploration provide interesting resources and starting points which 
challenge children’s thinking and stimulate their imagination.  
-    Use stimulating resources which pose questions and invite exploration 
-    Create places where children feel free to explore and investigate 
-    Allow time for them to become absorbed in their investigations.  
- Children will concentrate for long periods of time on investigations which interest them, demonstrating   

deep involvement and high level learning.  
 
The value of open ended resources 
Sand, water and clay are all open ended materials which are traditionally found in early years settings. 
These can be combined with one another, or with other open ended materials, to encourage children 
explore and investigate. 
Sand 
Use it for digging, stirring, pouring or scooping into containers to move from one place to another.  
Add some pine cones, bark or driftwood and it becomes an imaginary world for small world play.  
Add water and it sticks together and can be shaped into mounds and castles and walls.  
A layer of sand in the bottom of a tray or shallow container can be used as a base for drawing patterns with 
fingers or twigs.  
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Shells, stones, leaves and cones can be set out in interesting shapes and patterns on the surface of a layer 
of sand.  
Water  
Water can be transferred from one container to another to fill and empty plastic bottles and bowls of 
different sizes or tipped down a funnel or tube.  
Outdoors children will be able to use this knowledge to create different ways of moving water from one 
place to another - using buckets, pipes and short lengths of guttering. 
When painting with water on a warm day children will soon discover the ‘magic’ of their paintings 
disappearing and may decide to try all sorts of creative ways to try to stop this happening.  
Clay  
Clay has the potential to be shaped and moulded into all sorts of different forms and can be rolled, 
squashed, squeezed, pinched, cut and joined creatively.  
For children to get the most out of the huge potential of clay they need an environment equipped with the 
appropriate tools and an adult who can share clay working skills.  
Compare the properties of clay with other malleable materials such as Moonsand and Play Foam  
Light and shadow  
Light and shadow are probably the most open ended resources available to us in our environment and 
children are often fascinated by the effects of light and by shadows.  
Use an overhead projector to investigate the effects of light on different materials, make shadow patterns 
and to create wonderful large scale backdrops on a plain wall. 
Light boxes invite sensory investigation and encourage children to explore pattern, shape, form, 
transparency, opacity and colour mixing. 
Mirrors create interesting reflections which challenge children’s thinking and provide interesting 
viewpoints. 
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