
Development 
Matters
Non-statutory curriculum guidance 
for the early years foundation stage

First published September 2020 
Revised July 2021



Contents

1.	 Introduction.� 3

2.	 Seven key features of effective practice� 7

3.	 The characteristics of effective teaching and learning� 12
Playing and exploring� 14
Active learning� 16
Creating and thinking critically� 18

4.	 Communication and Language� 20
English as an additional language� 22

5.	 Personal, Social and Emotional Development� 42

6.	 Physical development� 59

7.	 Literacy� 74

8.	 Mathematics� 84

9.	 Understanding the world� 99

10.	 Expressive arts and design� 114

Development Matters  Non-statutory curriculum guidance for the early years foundation stage� 2



1 
Introduction.



Introduction

No job is more important than working with children 
in the early years.

Development Matters is for all early years practitioners, for childminders and 
staff in nurseries, nursery schools, and nursery and reception classes in school. 
It offers a top-level view of how children develop and learn. It can help you 
to design an effective early years curriculum, building on the strengths and 
meeting the needs of the children you work with. It guides, but does not replace, 
professional judgement.

The curriculum consists of everything you want children to experience, learn and 
be able to do. It must meet the requirements of the educational programmes in 
the statutory framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS). These are 
included throughout Development Matters for ease of reference.

This guidance sets out the pathways of children’s development in broad ages 
and stages. The actual learning of young children is not so neat and orderly. 
For that reason, accurate and proportionate assessment is vital. It helps you to 
make informed decisions about what a child needs to learn and be able to do 
next. It is not designed to be used as a tick list for generating lots of data.

You can use your professional knowledge to help children make progress 
without needing to record lots of next steps The guidance can help you check 
that children are secure in all the earlier steps of learning before you look at their 
‘age band’. Depth in learning matters much more than moving from one band to 
the next or trying to cover everything. For example, it is important to give a child 
many opportunities to deepen their understanding of numbers to 5. There is no 
value in rushing to 10.
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Children who may struggle in their early learning are not ‘low ability’. We do not know what their potential might be. Every child can make 
progress with the right support.

The observation checkpoints can help you to notice whether a child is at risk of falling behind. You can make all the difference by acting 
quickly. By monitoring a child’s progress closely, you can make the right decisions about what sort of extra help is needed. Through 
sensitive dialogue with parents (‘parent’ is used throughout this document to refer to parents, carers, and guardians), you can understand 
the child better and offer helpful suggestions to support learning at home within the family.

Health colleagues, like health visitors or speech and language therapists, offer vital support to this work.

Development Matters is not a long list of everything a child needs to know and do. It guides, but does not replace, your professional 
judgement.

The reforms to the Early Years Foundation Stage are statutory from September 2021. They will help you to improve outcomes for all 
children, especially disadvantaged children. They put early language at the heart of a broad curriculum. They help you to reduce the time 
you spend on unnecessary assessment paperwork. That means you can spend more time with the children.

The aim is to improve outcomes for all children and help close the gap for disadvantaged children.

Development Matters includes more guidance about children’s communication and language. Language is the foundation of children’s 
thinking and learning.
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High-quality early years education, with a strong focus on communication, is good for every child. It is especially positive for 
disadvantaged children. By reducing workload expectations, this guidance can free up time. You can use that time to help children 
who are struggling with their learning. This can stop gaps in learning from opening and widening. Gaps by the end of the early years will, 
on average, double by the end of primary schooling. The early years are the crucial years for making a difference.

The EYFS is about how children learn, as well as what they learn. Children need opportunities to develop their own play and independent 
exploration. This is enjoyable and motivating. They also need adults to ‘scaffold’ their learning by giving them just enough help to achieve 
something they could not do independently. Helping children to think, discuss and plan ahead is important, like gathering the materials 
they need to make a den before they start building. These are ways of helping children to develop the characteristics of effective learning.

When children are at earlier stages of development than expected, it is important to notice what they enjoy doing and also find out where 
their difficulties may lie. They need extra help so that they become secure in the earlier stages of development. It is not helpful to wait for 
them to become ‘ready’. For example, children who are not speaking in sentences are not going to be able to write in sentences. They will 
need lots of stimulating experiences to help them develop their communication. That’s why the time you spend listening to them and 
having conversations with them is so important.

Children learn and develop more from birth to five years old than at any other time in their lives. If children are at risk of falling behind the 
majority, the best time to help them to catch up and keep up is in the early years. Every child can make progress, if they are given the 
right support.

When we give every child the best start in their early years, we give them what they need today. We also set them up with every chance 
of success tomorrow.

Development Matters  Non-statutory curriculum guidance for the early years foundation stage� 6



2 
Seven key features 
of effective practice



Seven key features of effective practice

1.	The best for every child
•	 All children deserve to have an equal chance of success.

•	 High-quality early education is good for all children. It is especially 
important for children from disadvantaged backgrounds.

•	 When they start school, children from disadvantaged backgrounds 
are, on average, 4 months1 behind their peers. We need to do more 
to narrow that gap.

•	 Children who have lived through difficult experiences can begin 
to grow stronger when they experience high quality early education 
and care.

•	 High-quality early education and care is inclusive. Children’s special 
educational needs and disabilities (SEND) are identified quickly.  
All children promptly receive any extra help they need, so they 
can progress well in their learning.

1	 Education Policy Institute: Education in England Annual Report 2020 (https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/EPI_2020_Annual_Report_.pdf) and 
Early years foundation stage profile results: 2018 to 2019 (https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/early-years-foundation-stage-profile-results-2018-to-2019)
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2.	High-quality care
•	 The child’s experience must always be central to the thinking of every practitioner.

•	 Babies, toddlers and young children thrive when they are loved and well cared for.

•	 High-quality care is consistent. Every practitioner needs to enjoy spending time with young children.

•	 Effective practitioners are responsive to children and babies. They notice when a baby looks towards them and gurgles 
and respond with pleasure.

•	 Practitioners understand that toddlers are learning to be independent, so they will sometimes get frustrated.

•	 Practitioners know that starting school, and all the other transitions in the early years, are big steps for small children.

3.	The curriculum: what we want children to learn
•	 The curriculum is a top-level plan of everything the early years setting wants the children to learn.

•	 Planning to help every child to develop their language is vital.

•	 The curriculum needs to be ambitious. Careful sequencing will help children to build their learning over time.

•	 Young children’s learning is often driven by their interests. Plans need to be flexible.

•	 Babies and young children do not develop in a fixed way. Their development is like a spider’s web with many strands, 
not a straight line.

•	 Depth in early learning is much more important than covering lots of things in a superficial way.
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4.	Pedagogy: helping children to learn
•	 Children are powerful learners. Every child can make progress in their learning, with the right help.

•	 Effective pedagogy is a mix of different approaches. Children learn through play, by adults modelling, by observing each other, 
and through guided learning and direct teaching.

•	 Practitioners carefully organise enabling environments for high-quality play. Sometimes, they make time and space available for 
children to invent their own play. Sometimes, they join in to sensitively support and extend children’s learning.

•	 Children in the early years also learn through group work, when practitioners guide their learning.

•	 Older children need more of this guided learning.

•	 A well-planned learning environment, indoors and outside, is an important aspect of pedagogy.

5.	Assessment: checking what children have learnt
•	 Assessment is about noticing what children can do and what they know. It is not about lots of data and evidence.

•	 Effective assessment requires practitioners to understand child development. Practitioners also need to be clear about what they 
want children to know and be able to do.

•	 Accurate assessment can highlight whether a child has a special educational need and needs extra help.

•	 Before assessing children, it’s a good idea to think about whether the assessments will be useful.

•	 Assessment should not take practitioners away from the children for long periods of time.
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6.	Self-regulation and executive function
•	 Executive function includes the child’s ability to:

	– hold information in mind
	– focus their attention
	– think flexibly

	– inhibit impulsive behaviour.

•	 These abilities contribute to the child’s growing ability to self-regulate:

	– concentrate their thinking
	– plan what to do next
	– monitor what they are doing and adapt
	– regulate strong feelings
	– be patient for what they want

	– bounce back when things get difficult.

•	 Language development is central to self-regulation: children use language to guide their actions and plans.  
Pretend play gives many opportunities for children to focus their thinking, persist and plan ahead.

7.	Partnership with parents
•	 It is important for parents and early years settings to have a strong and respectful partnership. This sets the scene for children 

to thrive in the early years.

•	 This includes listening regularly to parents and giving parents clear information about their children’s progress.

•	 The help that parents give their children at home has a very significant impact on their learning.

•	 Some children get much less support for their learning at home than others. By knowing and understanding all the children 
and their families, settings can offer extra help to those who need it most.

•	 It is important to encourage all parents to chat, play and read with their children.
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The characteristics of effective  
teaching and learning

In planning and guiding what children learn, practitioners must reflect on 
the different rates at which children are developing and adjust their practice 
appropriately. Three characteristics of effective teaching and learning are:

•	 playing and exploring – children investigate and experience things, 
and ‘have a go’

•	 active learning – children concentrate and keep on trying if they 
encounter difficulties, and enjoy achievements

•	 creating and thinking critically – children have and develop their own 
ideas, make links between ideas, and develop strategies for doing things

Statutory framework for the EYFS

Development Matters  Non-statutory curriculum guidance for the early years foundation stage� 13



Playing and exploring

Children will be learning to: Examples of how to support this:

Realise that their actions have an 
effect on the world, so they want 
to keep repeating them.

Encourage babies’ exploration of the world around them. Suggestions: investigating the feel 
of their key person’s hair or reaching for a blanket in their cot.

Offer open-ended resources like large smooth shells and pebbles, blocks and lengths of 
fabric for babies and toddlers to play freely with, outdoors and inside.

Plan and think ahead about 
how they will explore or play 
with objects. 

When playing with blocks: encourage children to discuss what they will make before and 
while making it, or draw a picture before building.

Guide their own thinking and 
actions by referring to visual aids 
or by talking to themselves while 
playing. For example, a child 
doing a jigsaw might whisper 
under their breath: “Where does 
that one go? – I need to find the 
big horse next.”

Visual aids can help children to keep track of what they need to do next, for example 
counting on their fingers or referring to a series of pictures on the wall to remind them what 
they must do before lunch.

Verbal mental aids include providing a sensitive commentary on what a child is doing. 
You might comment: “I see you are looking for the biggest pieces first’” or ask “how well do 
you think that’s going?”

Children may copy your commentary by talking out loud to themselves first. In time, this will 
develop into their ‘inner voice’.
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Children will be learning to: Examples of how to support this:

Make independent choices. Provide a well-organised environment so that children know where materials and tools 
are and can access them easily.

Provide enough materials and arrange spaces so that children can collaborate and learn 
alongside peers. Give children enough time and space to engage in large-scale projects 
that may continue over several days.

Explore the reasons behind children’s choices e.g. ‘I’m interested that you’re using 
a paintbrush rather than a pencil to make your picture.’

Bring their own interests and 
fascinations into early years 
settings. This helps them to 
develop their learning.

Extend children’s interests by providing stimulating resources for them to play with, on their 
own and with peers, in response to their fascinations. 

Join in with children’s play and investigations, without taking over. Talk with them about what 
they are doing and what they are noticing.

Provide appropriate non-fiction books and links to information online to help them follow 
their interests.

Respond to new experiences 
that you bring to their attention.

Regularly provide new materials and interesting things for children to explore and investigate.

Introduce children to different styles of music and art. Give them the opportunity to observe 
changes in living things in the setting, and around the local environment. Take children to 
new places, like a local theatre, a museum, a National Trust heritage site, a fire station, 
a farm or an elderly people’s home.

Involve children in making decisions about science experiments: what might we feed the 
plants to make them grow? Why do you think fizzy water might work? How will we know 
if one is growing faster than another?’.
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Active learning

Children will be learning to: Examples of how to support this:

Participate in routines, such as 
going to their cot or mat when 
they want to sleep.

Begin to predict sequences 
because they know routines. 
For example, they may anticipate 
lunch when they see the table 
being set, or get their coat when 
the door to the outdoor area opens.

Help babies, toddlers and young children feel safe, secure and treasured as individuals.

The key person approach gives children a secure base of care and affection, together with 
supportive routines. That can help them to explore and play confidently.

Show goal-directed behaviour. 
For example, babies may pull 
themselves up by using the edges 
of a low table to reach for a toy 
on top of the table. Toddlers might 
turn a storage box upside down so 
they can stand on it and reach up 
for an object.

Provide furniture and boxes at the right height to encourage babies to pull themselves up and 
reach for objects.

Opportunities to play and explore freely, indoors and outside, are fun. They also help babies, 
toddlers and young children to develop their self-regulation as they enjoy hands-on learning 
and sometimes talk about what they are doing.

Begin to correct their mistakes 
themselves. For example, instead 
of using increasing force to push 
a puzzle piece into the slot, they 
try another piece to see if it will fit.

Help young children to develop by accepting the pace of their learning. Give them plenty 
of time to make connections and repeat activities.
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