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1. INTRODUCTION
Early Childhood Education (ECE) is universally recognized as a critical phase in a child's development, laying the foundation

for future academic success, socio emotional well-being, and lifelong learning (Erma Damayanti et al, 2024). Within the context of
early childhood education in Taiwan, the cultivation of young children’s learning motivation concerns not only the degree of their
individual engagement in learning, but also how curriculum design responds to their lived experiences, developmental needs, and
cultural contexts. In contrast to outcome-oriented or skills-based curricular models, approaching learning motivation through
curriculum design emphasizes the role of children as active learners, as well as their sense of meaning, participation, and emotional
connection throughout the learning process. This perspective also resonates with the principles advocated in the Early Childhood

ELINT3

Education and Care Curriculum Framework, particularly the emphases on “child-centeredness,” “valuing the learning process,”
and “learning through everyday life.” To respond to the aforementioned principles of early childhood education, teachers’
curriculum design must incorporate diverse learning activities in order to effectively stimulate young children’s learning motivation.
This article aims to clarify what types of diverse early childhood educational activities teachers can design (Juan, Shih & Kao, 2025;

Kaur et al, 2024; Lin & Shih, 2025; Ministry of Education, 2017; Shih, 2024).
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2. WHAT IS A GOOD EARLY CHILDHOOD CURRICULUM FOR YOUNG CHILDREN
Curriculum design in early childhood education should move beyond the mere arrangement of activities and instead focus on

the construction of meaningful learning contexts. If curriculum is understood as the lived experience of children, then it is not a static
plan but a dynamic process shaped through interaction among children, teachers, materials, and the environment. From this
viewpoint, teachers are not simply transmitters of knowledge, but facilitators, co-learners, and reflective practitioners who
thoughtfully respond to children’s interests and developmental needs (Piaget, 1952; Vygotsky, 1978). A hands-on curriculum is
therefore emphasized, as experiential learning has been shown to enhance young children’s cognitive flexibility, problem-solving
skills, and intrinsic motivation (Bodrova & Leong, 2004; Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2009). Furthermore, the use of developmentally
appropriate materials and equipment aligns with principles of Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP), which stress that
learning environments must correspond to children’s age-related characteristics, individual differences, and sociocultural contexts
(Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). Thus, curriculum design in early childhood education should integrate theoretical knowledge of child
development with practical strategies that foreground exploration, hands-on interaction, and age-appropriate learning environments
in order to effectively foster children’s motivation and holistic development. In other words, preschool teachers need to design
diverse learning activities for young children. Learning activities must be selected with deliberate care and should reflect a balanced

range of learning experiences (Juan & Shih, 2026; Shih, 2024).

3. A BALANCED OF YOUNG CHILDREN’S LEARNING ACTIVITIES
3.1 Children’s structured and unstructured activities

Structured activities, often conceptualized as goal-oriented learning experiences, emphasize logical reasoning,
problem-solving processes, and the acquisition of domain-specific competencies. These activities are typically teacher-guided and
intentionally designed to scaffold children’s emerging cognitive skills, such as numeracy, language development, and executive
functioning. Within the framework of developmentally appropriate practice, structured learning provides explicit support, modeling,
and feedback, enabling children to progressively internalize new knowledge and strategies. In contrast, unstructured
activities—frequently described as free play—are characterized by spontaneity, imagination, and open-ended exploration. During
free play, children exercise autonomy, negotiate social roles, construct symbolic meanings, and engage in creative experimentation.
Rather than following predetermined outcomes, unstructured contexts allow children to regulate their own learning trajectories,
thereby fostering intrinsic motivation and adaptive problem-solving abilities. The Taiwan ECEC Curriculum Framework (2017)
advocates a balanced integration of guided learning and exploratory play. It conceptualizes young children as active participants in
knowledge construction and emphasizes holistic development across physical, cognitive, social-emotional, and aesthetic domains.
From this perspective, structured and unstructured activities should not be positioned as dichotomous opposites; instead, they
function as complementary pedagogical approaches. Structured experiences offer cognitive scaffolding and intentional skill
cultivation, while free play nurtures creativity, resilience, and social competence. Effective early childhood education therefore
requires systematic observation of children’s individual learning styles, interests, and developmental needs. Through reflective
curriculum planning, educators can design learning environments that intentionally interweave goal-directed instruction with
open-ended exploration. Such balanced environments not only promote cognitive advancement but also cultivate creativity,
collaborative capacity, emotional well-being, and a positive disposition toward lifelong learning. In the Taiwanese context, this
integration aligns with the Framework’s emphasis on child-centered pedagogy, thematic curriculum design, and the cultivation of
whole-person development. Consequently, the interplay between structured and unstructured activities represents not merely a
methodological choice, but a foundational principle in advancing equitable, developmentally responsive early childhood education.

Figure 1 and Figure 2 illustrate structured activities for young children. In early childhood education contexts, structured activities
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(Figure 1 and Figure 2) typically refer to teacher-planned instructional experiences with clearly defined learning objectives and
systematically organized procedures. Such activities emphasize goal orientation, scaffolding support, and conceptual development,
enabling children to develop specific skills and understandings under guided instruction. Figure 3 illustrates an unstructured
activity. In early childhood education contexts, unstructured activities refer to child-initiated and self-directed experiences that are
not governed by predetermined instructional steps or narrowly defined learning objectives. Such activities emphasize autonomy,
creativity, and open-ended exploration, allowing children to construct meaning through spontaneous interaction with materials,

peers, and their environment (Ministry of Education, 2017; Playground Centre, 2026; Shih, 2024).

Figure 2
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Figure 3

3.2 Children’s indoor and outdoor activities

Within the policy context of the Taiwan ECEC Curriculum Framework (2017), physical activity is conceptualized not merely
as a means of promoting physical health, but as an essential component of holistic child development. The Framework emphasizes
integrated learning across developmental domains, including physical movement and health, cognition, emotion, social interaction,
and aesthetic experience. In this regard, daily engagement in both structured and unstructured physical activities aligns closely with
the Framework’s child-centered and play-based pedagogical orientation. Regular physical activity contributes significantly to
preventing childhood overweight and reducing the risk of long-term health complications. However, beyond its physiological
benefits, movement-based experiences foster motor coordination, spatial awareness, executive functioning, emotional regulation,
and peer collaboration. The Framework advocates for developmentally appropriate practices that recognize young children as active
constructors of knowledge; thus, structured physical activities—such as teacher-guided motor skill exercises—serve to scaffold
emerging competencies, while unstructured free play enables autonomy, creativity, and self-regulation. Consistent with
international recommendations suggesting that preschoolers engage in at least one hour of structured activity and one hour of free
play daily. Taiwan’s Framework underscores the importance of balancing guided learning with exploratory experiences. This dual
emphasis resonates with sociocultural perspectives on learning, in which adult mediation and peer interaction are both central to
development. Importantly, the Framework highlights the affective dimension of learning. Physical activities should therefore be
meaningful, enjoyable, and culturally responsive. When children experience joy and competence during movement, they are more

likely to develop positive self-concepts, intrinsic motivation, and lifelong health habits. In Taiwan’s early childhood settings,
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integrating movement into thematic learning areas—such as combining physical exploration with language storytelling or
mathematical spatial reasoning—reflects the interdisciplinary spirit promoted by the Framework (Lazarev et al., 2024;
Parenting.Firstcry.com, 2026; Ministry of Education, 2017; Shih, 2024). Figure 4 illustrates an indoor activity. In early childhood
education settings, indoor activities refer to learning experiences that take place within the classroom environment. These activities
are typically conducted in structured learning areas or small-group settings and may include guided instruction, collaborative tasks,
or independent exploration. Figure 5 illustrates an outdoor activity. In early childhood education contexts, outdoor activities refer to
learning experiences that take place outside the classroom, such as in playgrounds, school gardens, or open outdoor environments.

These activities provide children with opportunities for physical movement, sensory exploration, and direct engagement with nature.

Figure 5

3.3 Children’s active and quiet activities
In early childhood education, achieving a balanced integration of active and quiet activities is fundamental to promoting

children’s holistic development. From a developmental systems perspective, children’s learning is shaped through the dynamic
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interaction between bodily movement, cognitive processes, and socio-emotional regulation. Rather than privileging one mode of
engagement over another, a developmentally appropriate curriculum framework recognizes that both movement-based and
reflective activities contribute synergistically to children’s growth across domains. Active activities, characterized by gross motor
engagement and high levels of physical coordination, play a crucial role in neurological and executive function development.
Research indicates that physical movement enhances attention regulation, working memory, and inhibitory control in young
children (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Diamond, 2015). Outdoor play, climbing, dancing, ball games, and obstacle navigation
provide opportunities for embodied learning, supporting what embodied cognition theorists describe as the integration of
sensorimotor experience and higher-order thinking (Shapiro, 2019). In structured contexts, teachers may intentionally design
cooperative movement tasks (e.g., relay games) to foster social competence and collaborative problem-solving. In unstructured
contexts, spontaneous physical play supports autonomy, creativity, and peer negotiation (Bodrova & Leong, 2024).

Quiet activities emphasize sustained attention, fine motor coordination, and reflective meaning-making. Activities such as
reading, drawing, puzzle-solving, block construction, and small-group dialogue foster symbolic representation and language
development, aligning with sociocultural perspectives on mediated learning (Vygotsky, 1978; Shih, 2024). Empirical evidence
suggests that opportunities for focused, calm engagement contribute to self-regulation and early academic readiness (Blair & Raver,
2015). Quiet learning contexts also enable children to internalize social experiences and consolidate cognitive understanding.
Importantly, effective preschool curricula do not dichotomize active and quiet experiences as opposing categories. Instead, they are
organized within a rhythmic pedagogical structure that alternates between high-energy and low-energy activities. Such rhythm
supports physiological regulation and emotional balance, helping children transition between states of arousal and calm (Perry,
2002; Shih, 2024). This balanced daily flow enhances attentional readiness and reduces behavioral dysregulation. Therefore, an
integrated curriculum design that intentionally sequences active and quiet periods aligns with contemporary understandings of
self-regulation and whole-child development. Figure 6 illustrates an active activity. In early childhood education contexts, active
activities refer to learning experiences that involve physical movement, dynamic engagement, and high levels of energy. These
activities may include movement games, music and rhythm exercises, cooperative physical play, or interactive group tasks. Figure
7 illustrates a quiet activity. In early childhood education contexts, quiet activities refer to learning experiences characterized by low
physical movement and a calm, focused atmosphere. These activities may include reading, drawing, puzzle-solving, or individual

table tasks.

Figure 6
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Figure 7

4. CONCLUSION

In Taiwan, the government consolidated the kindergarten and daycare systems in 2012, and launched a new national
curriculum framework, Early Childhood Education & Care Curriculum Framework (ECECCF), as a guidance for quality early
childhood education programs (Chang et al, 2021). The curriculum framework places particular emphasis on fostering children’s
intrinsic learning interests as a central component of pedagogical design and educational development. The cultivation of children’s
learning motivation requires more than increasing behavioral engagement or academic performance indicators. Rather, it
necessitates a reconceptualization of curriculum as a relational, dynamic, and meaning-centered process situated within children’s
lived experiences and sociocultural contexts. Consistent with sociocultural theory and ecological systems perspectives
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Vygotsky, 1978), children’s motivation develops through reciprocal interactions among learners,
teachers, materials, and environments. This article has argued that high-quality early childhood curriculum design is grounded in
intentional pedagogical balance. Structured and unstructured activities, indoor and outdoor contexts, as well as active and quiet
learning experiences should not be treated as dichotomous categories. Instead, they operate as complementary dimensions within a
holistic developmental ecology. Structured activities provide cognitive scaffolding and guided participation that support executive
functioning and domain-specific competence (Bodrova & Leong, 2024), while unstructured play fosters autonomy, creativity, and
intrinsic motivation—core components of self-determined learning (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Similarly, balancing indoor and outdoor

learning environments enhances both reflective cognitive engagement and embodied exploration. Empirical studies demonstrate
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that physical activity contributes not only to motor development but also to self-regulation and attentional control (Diamond, 2015).
Meanwhile, quiet, sustained engagement in literacy-rich and symbolic activities supports language acquisition and early academic
readiness (Blair & Raver, 2015). The rhythmic alternation between high-energy and low-energy experiences further promotes
physiological regulation and emotional balance, which are foundational to long-term motivational resilience. These principles align
closely with the Taiwan Early Childhood Education and Care Curriculum Framework (Ministry of Education, 2017), which
emphasizes child-centeredness, learning through everyday life, and holistic development across domains. From the perspective of
Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), balanced curriculum design supports children’s fundamental psychological needs
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness—conditions empirically associated with sustained intrinsic motivation. Ultimately,
fostering young children’s learning motivation involves cultivating environments where children experience agency, competence,
belonging, and joy. When curriculum design intentionally integrates diverse learning modalities within a coherent developmental
vision, it not only advances cognitive outcomes but also nurtures lifelong dispositions toward curiosity, resilience, and meaningful
participation in society (Ministry of Education, 2017).

Finally, curriculum reform is a significant topic that often involves revising educational programs to better meet the needs of
students, address contemporary challenges, and align with educational goals and values. Hence, changing the curriculum has been
viewed as an effective way to change classroom practice and influence student learning to meet the needs of the ever-changing
world. In the process of early childhood curriculum reform, preschool teachers need to develop a clear understanding of the various

types of curriculum activity design. (Shih, 2025; Wang & Lin, 2025).
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