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• It’s not just about early years

• We need a bigger change

• BUT there are things we can 
do now

Disadvantage: child poverty





Children with 
SEND

Children with SEND are 10 to 15 months 
behind other children by the end of the 
Early Years Foundation Stage, according 
to the Education Policy Institute’s annual 
report. 

https://epi.org.uk/publications-and-research/education-in-england-annual-report-2020/


Gaps double

• The 4.6 month gap doubles by the end of 
primary, and doubles again by the end of 
secondary schooling





Why?

•



How do we make 
a difference?



Making a difference?



Making a 
difference?

• Shared book reading and wordless picture books







The 
importance of 
language 
development



The challenge

‘Preschool settings are often 
dominated by teacher talk and this 
talk has been criticized as being 
overly directive and unresponsive, 
often focusing on procedural or 
management information which is 
associated with restricted and less 
complex language use by the 
children.’
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The challenge

‘In contrast, where children 
receive frequent examples of 
language models, development is 
enhanced.’

Supporting early oral language 
skills for English language learners 
in inner city preschool provision
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https://bpspsychub.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1348/000709910X493080


A broader and richer vocabulary

8 Education Endowment Foundation 

Prioritise the development of communication and 

language1

Approaches that emphasise spoken language and 

verbal interaction can support the development 

of communication and language.1,2 In turn, 

communication and language provide the foundations 

for learning and thinking and underpin the development 

of later literacy skills.3 The evidence suggests that the 

quality of these approaches is more important than the 

quantity.3 Furthermore, all children are likely to benefit 

from a focus on communication and language,4 but 

some studies show even larger effects for children from 

disadvantaged backgrounds.1

Focusing on language and communication is especially 

important for young children and will support the 

development of a range of early literacy skills as well 

as their wider knowledge and understanding.1 In 

addition, developing communication and language is 

linked to other important outcomes including children’s 

self-regulation,5 socio-emotional development,6 and 

reasoning.7 A wide range of activities can be used to 

develop communication and language including shared 

reading (Recommendation 2), storytelling, and explicitly 

extending children’s vocabulary.1 These activities 

should be embedded within a curriculum of rich and 

varied experiences.

Improving young children’s vocabulary is often a 

high priority, particularly when teaching students 

from disadvantaged backgrounds who are 

more likely to have a less extensive vocabulary.3 

Developing vocabulary is important for later literacy 

development, but it should not be seen as a silver 

bullet;4,8 it should form part of a broad approach to 

improving communication, language, and literacy (see 

Recommendation 2). There is relatively limited evidence 

about how best to improve vocabulary, but the existing 

evidence suggests that the following should be 

considered: 

•  providing children with a rich language environment 

(implicit approaches) as well as directly extending 

children’s vocabulary (explicit approaches);

•  carefully selecting high-frequency words for explicit 

teaching (see Figure 1);

•  developing the number of words children know 

(breadth) and their understanding of relationships 

between words and the contexts in which words 

can be used (depth); and

•  providing multiple opportunities to hear and use new 

vocabulary.8–10

Prioritising high quality interactions with children will 

help to develop their communication and language. A 

distinction is sometimes drawn between talking with 

children and simply talking to children; talking to children 

tends to be more passive, while talking with children 

is based on their immediate experiences and activities 

and is likely to be more effective.1 When done well, high 

quality interactions often look effortless but they are not 

easy to do well and professional development is likely to 

be beneficial.1,2 A number of different frameworks exist 

to support such interactions including sustained shared 

thinking and guided interaction (see Box 1). These 

approaches can be used while children engage in a 

variety of everyday activities.11–13

Tier 1

Words of everyday speech, 

familiar to most children.

Tier 2

High-frequency words found in many

different content areas.

Tier 3

Low-frequency words,

domain specific.

Figure 1: Prioritise tier 2 vocabulary for explicit instruction
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Which words to teach explicitly…..

17





Types of questions to 
develop reasoning

19



EEF Early Years Toolkit

Communication and language 

approaches used in the early years 

include:

• reading aloud to children and 

discussing books, 

• explicitly extending children’s 

spoken vocabulary by 

introducing them to new words in 

context, and 

• drawing attention to letters and 

sounds.

They also include approaches more 

directly aimed at developing 

thinking and understanding 

through language, such 

as ​‘sustained shared thinking‘ 

or ​‘guided interaction’. 



Curriculum 
sequencing?







The example of early reading



Preparing for handwriting



Handwriting  - process and 
product



Handwriting

• Achieving good results in the end of key stage assessments is of 
crucial importance to schools. Consequently, there is considerable 
pressure on practitioners to ‘get children writing’ whether or not they 
are developmentally ready. One casualty of this pressure is the effect 
on learning and practising the movements for each letter family. 
Many children enter Year 1 of the National Curriculum with letters 
incorrectly formed.

• Source: https://nha-handwriting.org.uk/handwriting/help-for-teachers/development-of-handwriting-in-the-eyfs/

https://nha-handwriting.org.uk/handwriting/help-for-teachers/development-of-handwriting-in-the-eyfs/


Early maths ‘Developing a sound understanding of mathematics when we are 
young is essential. Children’s early mathematical understanding 
is strongly associated with their later school achievement. It has, 
therefore, a major impact on young people’s educational 
progress and life outcomes.’ 



EEF Guidance Report



Sensitive, supportive relationships are vital 
for young children learning maths

• staff knowing children well;

• fostering a culture that supports children’s 
curiosity, thinking and problem solving;

• providing engaging, appropriate, 
cognitively challenging activities. 

(NCCA, 2014)



Mathematical 
development

• Mathematical development is complex; developing a secure grasp of early mathematical 
ideas takes time.

• Important to be aware that even if children are engaging successfully in mathematical 
activities they may yet have a full grasp of the underlying concepts.

• Additionally, children may appear to have understood an idea in one context yet do not 
demonstrate that knowledge in a different context.

• Research has identified possible paths children may follow known as  ‘Developmental 
progressions’.



Developmental 
progressions

• A developmental progression is a sequence of learning that provides practitioners with 
information about the steps along a developmental path.

• It is important that practitioners are aware of the typical development of key 
mathematical skills and concepts.

• “This knowledge will help you recognise the kinds of learning experiences that will 
make these ideas real for children and how to make them fun without losing the 
important concepts under the glitter and the glue.” (Early Math Collaborative, 2014)

•



Developmental 
progressions

• CAUTION!

• development is not linear

• skills may develop in parallel

• individual children may move through 
the spiral in different orders

• there is considerable overlap in 
development



The importance of a top-level curriculum plan: the example 
of maths

Clements and Sarama (2018, p. 2) agree that much of 
young children’s spontaneous play is mathematical, and 
that ‘teachers can build on such experiences’. 

But ‘teachable moments alone are far from 
adequate … it is unrealistic for any teacher to 
see opportunities for multiple children to build 
multiple concepts consistently over the year’ 
(Clements and Sarama, 2018, p. 3). 
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Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young 
children will be learning to: 

Examples of how to support this: 

 

Count in everyday contexts, 
sometimes skipping numbers - 
‘1-2-3-5.’  

 

 

 

Help children to match their counting words with 
objects. Suggestions: move a piece of apple to one 
side once they have counted it. If children are saying 
one number word for each object, it isn’t always 
necessary to correct them if they skip a number. 
Learning to count accurately takes a long time and 
repeated experience. Confidence is important.  

Climb and squeezing selves 
into different types of spaces.  

 

Build with a range of 
resources. 

 

Complete inset puzzles. 

 

Describe children’s climbing, tunnelling and hiding 
using spatial words like ‘on top of’, ‘up’, ‘down’ and 
‘through’.  

 

Provide blocks and boxes to play freely with and build 
with, indoors and outside.  

 

Provide inset puzzles and jigsaws at different levels 
of difficulty.   

Compare sizes, weights etc. 
using gesture and language - 
‘bigger/little/smaller’, ‘high/low’, 
‘tall’, ‘heavy’. 

 

Use the language of size and weight in everyday 
contexts.  

 

Provide objects with marked differences in size to 
play freely with. Suggestions: dolls’ and adult chairs, 
tiny and big bears, shoes, cups and bowls, blocks 
and containers.  

Notice patterns and arrange 
things in patterns. 

Provide patterned material – gingham, polka dots, 
stripes etc. – and small objects to arrange in patterns. 
Use words like ‘repeated’ and ‘the same’ over and 
over. 

 

3 & 4-year-olds will be 
learning to: 

Examples of how to support this: 

Fast recognition of up to 3 
objects, without having to 
count them individually 
(‘subitising’). 

 

Recite numbers past 5. 

 

Say one number for each item 
in order: 1,2,3,4,5.  

 

Know that the last number 
reached when counting a 

Point to small groups of two or three objects: “Look, 
there are two!” Occasionally ask children how many 
there are in a small set of two or three.  

 

Regularly say the counting sequence, in a variety of 
playful contexts, inside and outdoors, forwards and 
backwards, sometimes going to high numbers. For 
example: hide and seek, rocket-launch count-downs.  

 

Count things and then repeat the last number. For 
example: “1, 2, 3  – 3 cars”. Point out the number of 
things whenever possible; so, rather than just 
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3 & 4-year-olds will be 
learning to: 

Examples of how to support this: 

small set of objects tells you 
how many there are in total 
(‘cardinal principle’). 

 

Show ‘finger numbers’ up to 5. 

 

Link numerals and amounts: 
for example, showing the right 
number of objects to match 
the numeral, up to 5. 

 

‘chairs’, ‘apples’ or ‘children’, say ‘two chairs’, ‘three 
apples’, ‘four children’. 

Ask children to get you a number of things, and 
emphasise the total number in your conversation with 
the child. 

 

Use small numbers to manage the learning 
environment. Suggestions: have a pot labelled ‘5 
pencils’ or a crate for ‘3 trucks’. Draw children’s 
attention to these throughout the session and 
especially at tidy-up time: “How many pencils should 
be in this pot?” or “How many have we got?” etc. 

Experiment with their own 
symbols and marks as well as 
numerals.  

 

Solve real world mathematical 
problems with numbers up to 
5. 

 

Compare quantities using 
language: ‘more than’, ‘fewer 
than’. 

 

Encourage children in their own ways of recording 
(for example) how many balls they managed to throw 
through the hoop. Provide numerals nearby for 
reference. Suggestions: wooden numerals in a 
basket or a number track on the fence. 

 

Discuss mathematical ideas throughout the day, 
inside and outdoors. Suggestions: 

-  “I think Adam has got more crackers…”   

-  support children to solve problems using 
fingers, objects and marks: “There are four of 
you, but there aren’t enough chairs….”  

-  draw children’s attention to differences and 
changes in amounts, such as those in stories 
like ‘The Enormous Turnip’. 

Talk about and explore 2D 
and 3D shapes (for example, 
circles, rectangles, triangles 
and cuboids) using informal 
and mathematical language: 
‘sides’, ‘corners’; ‘straight’, 
‘flat’, ‘round’. 

 

Encourage children to play freely with blocks, 
shapes, shape puzzles and shape-sorters. 
Sensitively support and discuss questions like: “What 
is the same and what is different?” 

 

Encourage children to talk informally about shape 
properties using words like ‘sharp corner’, ‘pointy’ or 
‘curvy’. Talk about shapes as you play with them: 
“We need a piece with a straight edge.” 

Understand position through 
words alone – for example, 
“The bag is under the table,” –
with no pointing. 

Discuss position in real contexts. Suggestions: how 
to shift the leaves off a path, or sweep water away 
down the drain.  

 



Denis wants to count



2 points to 
bear in mind

The evidence suggests: 

freely chosen play is important for 
motivation. 

play that’s supported by scaffolding is a 
powerful way for children to learn

Balance: the planned curriculum, and responding 
to children’s exploration and play

The updated Development Matters puts a stronger 
emphasis on curriculum planning. 



Everything 
connects

• For example:

• Communication and emotional 
wellbeing

• Physical development and self-
regulation

• Understanding the world and 
communication

• Expressive Arts and Design and 
communication

• ‘Prime areas first’ doesn’t make sense. 
All the areas of the EYFS weave 
together. 
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Curriculum Overview   
 
We offer a high quality broad and balanced curriculum which has four main 
elements:  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.	Teaching	and	
learning	based	on	
children's	interests

2.	A	regular	cycle	of	
learning	related	to:

a)	key	books,	rhymes	
and	songs

b)	forest	school
c)	trips	to	the	farm,	
museums	and	the	

beach.	

3.	Core	experiences:	
growing	beans	and	

looking	after	ducklings	
and	caterpillars.	

4.	Our	curricular	goals	
for	children
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Our 8 curricular goals 
 

 
 
Curricular goals are shared with parents throughout the year. We designed them as 
a result of consultations with our parent group. Their clarity helps parents to get 
involved and support their children’s learning at home.  
 
We regularly review our curriculum and the resources we use. In the words of 
Bennie Kara, we want a curriculum that includes ‘meaningful and culturally diverse 
material’ and which ‘usualises and commemorates diversity’.  
 

Case study of a child with SEND and the curricular goals 
 
Tara was a very energetic girl with a diagnosis of Autism. She loved to run around, 
climb and jump, and because of her sensory processing difficulties, she could not 
stay still for longer than a minute. She did not engage with peers and was very 
self-directed, often pushing children out of her way.  
 
Through discussions with her parents, we discovered that she loved music. At 
home, she would spend a long time sitting on the sofa and watching her iPad, 
listening to one song after the other. This was the only instance where she would 
stay focused. We jointly decided with Tara’s parents, that we would like to focus 

O ur eight 
curricular 
goals

Write Write the first two letters of your name

Make up Make up your own story

Sew Sew using a running stitch

Create Create your own dance to a piece of music

Ride Ride a balance bike

Make Make a model at the woodwork table

Follow Follow a recipe to bake a bread roll

Settle in Settle in and become a confident learner
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Assessment and planning  
 
Our planning cycle 

 

 
 
 
Planning will always include new vocabulary, beyond the everyday words children 
hear and use. Practitioners introduce those new words naturally and repeat them 
whilst interacting with the children, so that children use the new vocabulary 
confidently. It is important to be conversational, rather than hammering new words. 
 
Assessment 
 
One of the most powerful forms of assessment takes place in the here-and-now, not 
on-screen or in learning journeys. This is when we notice something important about 
a child’s learning and respond to it to help them build their learning. That response 
can take different forms – we might: 
 

● stand back and be encouraging;  
● get involved to extend the learning, by joining in with the play, engaging in a 

conversation, or showing the child a specific skill to help them accomplish 
what they want to do;  

● reflect afterwards and bring in new resources or plan something special in 
response to what we noticed.  

 

28 

 

 

 

 

Play is an essential part of the early years curriculum. That includes: 

 play which is child-led: freely engaged in and enjoyed by children 

 play which is sensitively supported and extended by adults 

 play which is guided towards specific educational outcomes. 

skills and their self-regulation. Playing freely helps children to become more imaginative, more creative, and 

become better prepared to tackle difficult problems and solve them. High-quality play is supported by well-

to children to new materials, experiences, activities and artistic expressions.    

Figure 3: An example of a planning and review cycle in the early years 



Inclusion

‘Curriculum should drive assessment and not the other way 
round’. 





Scaffolding



Children with SEND

• Think carefully about our early years curriculum. 

• Consider the support each child with SEND requires to access that 
curriculum and make progress towards key milestones. 

• Assessment must check that this key learning is secure.  That requires 
precision. 

• Vague phrases like ‘not on track’ or references to bands and levels 
won’t help. 



Laurence



Questions to consider



The Early 
Years 
Foundation 
Stage

How well does your approach to the Foundation 
Stage meet the needs of children as the come 
into your school?

Are children gaining the key early knowledge 
and skills they need for school and for life?

High-quality play?

Secure foundations for later learning?



Find out 
more

development-matters.org.uk 

http://www.development-matters.org.uk/

