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early years
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Clay is an exciting, and engaging material for young children to explore. However, it is often overlooked, with 
other malleable materials such as playdough, being favoured. Clay often comes out for something specific, such 
as making a pot, but we often don’t give children time to really explore it as a material. I sometimes think clay is a 
‘forgotten’ resource. Like many resources in early years, such as wooden blocks and sand, clay has historical 
significance. Friedrich Froebel (1782-1852), the founder of the Kindergarten included materials like clay in his 
educational approach. It is Froebel we have to thank for wooden blocks, which are still a staple of the early years 
settings, but clay does not have such high visibility. 

Providing children with access to play and explore with clay gives them a rich and exciting learning opportunity 
and I would really recommend it becomes part of your regular provision. As an open ended, natural material, it 
can be anything the child wants it to be. Clay provides children with opportunities to engage in imaginative play 
and the ability to transform the clay, through rolling and squeezing means ideas can be explored rapidly. As an 
open-ended natural material, it allows more complex, imaginative ideas to be represented. Adding other natural 
objects to clay, can support children’s creativity, such as stones, shells, sticks and buttons. 

Due to its engaging nature, children often become immersed in clay exploration and play. This provides adults 
with opportunities to observe carefully and also the chance to support and extend children’s learning. Clay 
exploration provides opportunities for ‘guided play’ as described in the Early Years Pedagogical Continuum in 
the EEF toolkit. Adults can comment on children’s play, offer sug- gestions and model new vocabulary. 

Clay is a unique material, as it is malleable but when fired becomes a hard permanent object. Therefore, making 
a lasting object (like pot) can be engaging and exciting. However, before children make something tangible they 
need to have explored clay and found out what it can do. The exploratory stage can be exciting – try putting a 
whole bag of clay out to explore or adding lots of water. 

A child is exploring a 
large lump of clay.

She decides to make 
lollipops and the adult 
models how to roll the 
clay into a ball so she 
can add them to sticks. 

A child makes a birthday 
cake out of clay and 
uses lollipop sticks for 
candles.
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Practitioners can begin to model skills as the children become more familiar with clay. The photo on the left below 
shows a child who has independently made a series of pots, after having the method of making a pinch pot 
modelled to her. Manipulating clay in this way, really supports children’s physical skills, especially their finger 
dexterity. 

Clay can also be used to develop and support children’s interests. Adding dinosaurs to the clay area, with natural 
objects provided these children with opportunity to make dinosaur habitats, following on from an interest in 
dinosaurs and from enjoying the book ‘Dinosaur Roar’. 

Play experiences such as this provide opportunities for adults to develop high quality interactions with children. As 
highlighted in the Preparing for Literacy Guidance for Early talking with children when they are immersed in their 
immediate experiences and interests is an effective way of supporting their communication and language 
development. Using the model of ‘sustained shared thinking’ (see Preparing for Literacy Guidance), can support 
practitioners with developing high quality interactions and work well when children are engaged in everyday play 
experiences. 
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For more information on clay, download The Exploring Clay Pamphlet at: 
https://www.froebel.org.uk/uploads/documents/FT-Exploring-Clay-Pamphlet.pdf 
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