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Development Matters 
Birth-3 years old 
  



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  
 

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.  
 
Play games like ‘Peepo’. As they get more familiar, the 
baby or toddler will increasingly lead the play and want 
the adult to respond.  

Reach for and accept objects. 
Make choices and explore 
different resources and materials.  

 

Show and give babies interesting things, such as a rattle 
or a soft toy. Arrange for babies to take part in Treasure 
Basket play. Offer open-ended resources for babies and 
toddlers to play freely with, outdoors and inside.  

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

Provide different pebbles, shells and other natural 
materials for children to explore and arrange freely.  

Guide their own thinking and 
actions 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.”  
 

Help children to develop more control over their actions 
by giving them many opportunities to play freely and find 
their own ways of solving problems.  
When appropriate, sensitively provide a helpful 
commentary. You might suggest: “Why don’t you look 
for the biggest pieces first?”  
That will help a child who is trying to solve a jigsaw. 
Children may copy your commentary by talking out loud 
to themselves first. In time, this will develop into their 
‘inner voice’.  



 

Playing and exploring- continued 

Children will be learning to:  
 

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Make independent choices.  
 
Do things independently that they 
have been previously taught.  

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.  
 
Once children know how to use scissors, they can use this 
skill to achieve what they want to do. For example, they 
may want to make a mask or cut out material for a 
collage.  

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 or 
museum.  

 



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.  

Use a range of strategies to reach 
a goal they have set themselves.  

Provide plenty of high-quality, open-ended resources for 
children to play with freely, inside and outdoors. 
Suggestion: children can use wooden blocks to make lots 
of different structures.  

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. 

Keep on trying when things are 
difficult.  
 

Help children to think about what will support them most, 
taking care not to offer help too soon. Some children 
learn by repeating something hard on their own. They 
learn through trial and error. Others learn by asking a 
friend or an adult for help. Others learn by modelling. 
They watch what you do or what other children do.  

  



Creating and thinking critically  

Children will be learning to:  
 

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Take part in simple pretend play. 
For example, they might use an 
object like a brush to pretend to 
brush their hair, or ‘drink’ from a 
pretend cup.  
Sort materials. For example, at 
tidy-up time, children know how 
to put different construction 
materials in separate baskets.  

Help babies, toddlers and young children to find their 
own ideas by providing open-ended resources that can be 
used in many different ways.  
Encourage and enjoy children’s creative thinking as they 
find new ways to do things.  
Children need consistent routines and plenty of time so 
that play is not constantly interrupted. It is important to be 
reflective and flexible.  

Review their progress as they try 
to achieve a goal. Check how well 
they are doing.  
Solve real problems: for example, 
to share nine strawberries between 
three friends, they might put one 
in front of each, then a second, 
and finally a third. Finally, they 
might check at the end that 
everyone has the same number of 
strawberries.  

Help children to reflect on and talk about their learning 
through using photographs and learning journeys. Share 
in children’s pride about their achievements and their 
enjoyment of special memories.  
Suggestion: you could prompt a conversation with 
questions like: “Do you remember when…?”, “How 
would you do that now?” or “I wonder what you were 
thinking then?”  

Use pretend play to think beyond 
the ‘here and now’ and to 
understand another perspective. 
For example, a child role-playing 
the billy goats gruff might suggest 
that “Maybe the troll is lonely and 
hungry? That’s why he is fierce.”  

Help children to extend their ideas through sustained 
discussion that goes beyond what they, and you, have 
noticed. Consider ‘how’ and ‘why’ things happen.  

Know more, so feel confident 
about coming up with their own 
ideas.  
Make more links between those 
ideas.  

Help children to look come up with their own ideas and 
explanations.  
Suggestion: you could look together at woodlice outdoors 
with the magnifying app on a tablet. You could ask: 
“What’s similar about woodlice and other insects?” You 
could use and explain terms like ‘antennae’ and ‘thorax’.  

Concentrate on achieving 
something that’s important to 
them. They are increasingly able 
to control their attention and 
ignore distractions. 

Offer children many different experiences and 
opportunities to play freely and to explore and 
investigate. Make time and space for children to become 
deeply involved in imaginative play, indoors and outside.  



Communication and Language 
The development of children’s spoken language underpins all seven areas of learning and 
development. Children’s back-and-forth interactions from an early age form the foundations for 
language and cognitive development. The number and quality of the conversations they have 
with adults and peers throughout the day in a language-rich environment is crucial. By 
commenting on what children are interested in or doing, and echoing back what they say with 
new vocabulary added, practitioners will build children's language effectively. Reading 
frequently to children, and engaging them actively in stories, non-fiction, rhymes and poems, and 
then providing them with extensive opportunities to use and embed new words in a range of 
contexts, will give children the opportunity to thrive. Through conversation, story-telling and 
role play, where children share their ideas with support and modelling from their teacher, and 
sensitive questioning that invites them to elaborate, children become comfortable using a rich 
range of vocabulary and language structures. 

English as an additional language  
Speaking more than one language has lots of advantages for children. It is the norm in many 
countries around the world. Children will learn English from a strong foundation in their home 
language. It is important for you to encourage families to use their home language for linguistic 
as well as cultural reasons. Children learning English will typically go through a quiet phase 
when they do not say very much and may then use words in both languages in the same sentence. 
Talk to parents about what language they speak at home, try and learn a few key words and 
celebrate multilingualism in your setting. 

Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  

Turn towards familiar sounds. 
They are also startled by loud 
noises and accurately locate the 
source of a familiar person’s 
voice, such as their key person 
or a parent.  
 
Gaze at faces, copying facial 
expressions and movements like 
sticking out their tongue. Make 
eye contact for longer periods.  
 
Watch someone’s face as they 
talk.  

Babies and toddlers thrive when you show a genuine 
interest in them, join in and respond warmly.  
 
Using exaggerated intonation and a sing-song voice 
(infant-directed speech) helps babies tune in to language.  
 
Regularly using the babies and toddlers’ names helps them 
to pay attention to what the practitioner is saying for 
example: “Chloe, have some milk.”  
 
It is important to minimise background noise, so don’t have 
music playing all the time.  
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Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  

Copy what adults do, taking 
‘turns’ in conversations (through 
babbling) and activities. Try to 
copy adult speech and lip 
movements.  
 
Enjoy singing, music and toys 
that make sounds.  
 
Recognise and are calmed by a 
familiar and friendly voice.  
 
Listen and respond to a simple 
instruction.  
 

Babies love singing and music. Sing a range of songs and 
play a wide range of different types of music. Move with 
babies to music.  
 
Babies and toddlers love action rhymes and games like 
‘Peepo’. As they begin to join in with the words and the 
actions, they are developing their attention and listening. 
Allow babies time to anticipate words and actions in 
favourite songs.  
 

Observation checkpoint  
 

Around 6 months, does the baby respond to familiar 
voices, turn to their own name and ‘take turns’ in 
conversations with babbling?  
 
Around 12 months, does the baby ‘take turns’ by babbling 
and using single words? Does the baby point to things and 
use gestures to show things to adults and share interests?  
 
Around 18 months, is the toddler listening and responding 
to a simple instruction like: “Adam, put on your shoes?”  

Make sounds to get attention in 
different ways (for example, 
crying when hungry or unhappy, 
making gurgling sounds, 
laughing, cooing or babbling).  
 
Babble, using sounds like ‘ba-
ba’, ‘mamama’.  
 
Use gestures like waving and 
pointing to communicate. 
  
Copy your gestures and words.  

Take time and ‘tune in’ to the messages babies are giving 
you through their vocalisations, body language and 
gestures.  
 
When babies and toddlers are holding and playing with 
objects, say what they are doing for example: “You’ve got 
the ball,” and “Shake the rattle.”  

 

Communication and Language 



Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  

Reach or point to something 
they want while making sounds.  
 
Copy your gestures and words.  
 
Constantly babble and use single 
words during play.  
 
Use intonation, pitch and 
changing volume when 
‘talking’.  

Where you can, give meaning to the baby’s gestures and 
pointing for example: “Oh, I see, you want the teddy.”  
 
Chat with babies and toddlers all the time, but be careful 
not to overwhelm them with talk. Allow babies and 
toddlers to take the lead and then respond to their 
communications.  
 
Wait for the baby or toddler to speak or communicate with 
a sound or a look first – so that they are leading the 
conversation. When responding, expand on what has been 
said (for example, add a word). If a baby says “bottle”, you 
could say “milk bottle”. In a natural way, use the same 
word repeatedly in different contexts: “Look, a bottle of 
milk– oh, you’ve finished your bottle.” Adding a word 
while a toddler is playing gives them the model of an 
expanded phrase. It also keeps the conversation on their 
topic of interest. Suggestion: if they say “bag”, you could 
say: “Yes, daddy’s bag”.  

Observation checkpoint  
 

Is the baby using speech sounds (babbling) to communicate 
with adults?  
 
Around 12 months: is the baby beginning to use single 
words like mummum, dada, tete (teddy)?  
 
Around 15 months, can the baby say around 10 words 
(they may not all be clear)?  
 
Around 18 months, is the toddler using a range of adult 
like speech patterns (jargon) and at least 20 clear words?  

Understand single words in 
context – ‘cup’, ‘milk’, ‘daddy’.  
 
Understand frequently used 
words such as ‘all gone’, ‘no’ 
and ‘bye-bye’.  

You can help babies with their understanding by using 
gestures and context. Suggestion: point to the cup and say 
“cup”.  
 
Talking about what you are doing helps babies learn 
language in context. Suggestion: “I’m pouring out your 
milk into the cup”.  

Observation checkpoint  
 

Around 12 months, can the baby choose between 2 
objects: “Do you want the ball or the car?”  
 

Communication and Language 



Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  

  
Understand simple instructions 
like “give to nanny” or “stop”.  
 
Recognise and point to objects if 
asked about them.  

Singing, action rhymes and sharing books give children 
rich opportunities to understand new words.  
 
Play with groups of objects (different small world animals, 
or soft toys, or tea and picnic sets). Make sure you name 
things whilst playing, and talk about what you are doing  

Observation checkpoint  
 

Around 18 months, does the toddler understand lots of 
different single words and some two-word phrases, such as 
“give me” or “shoes on”?  

Generally focus on an activity of 
their own choice and find it 
difficult to be directed by an 
adult.  

Help toddlers and young children to focus their attention 
by using their name: “Fatima, put your coat on”.  
 

Listen to other people’s talk with 
interest, but can easily be 
distracted by other things.  

You can help toddlers and young children listen and pay 
attention by using gestures like pointing and facial 
expressions.  

Make themselves understood, 
and can become frustrated when 
they can’t.  
Start to say how they are feeling, 
using words as well as actions.  

You can help toddlers who are having tantrums by being 
calm and reassuring.  
 
Help toddlers to express what’s angering them by 
suggesting words to describe their emotions, like ‘sad’ or 
‘angry’. You can help further by explaining in simple terms 
why you think they may be feeling that emotion.  

Start to develop conversation, 
often jumping from topic to 
topic.  
Develop pretend play: ‘putting 
the baby to sleep’ or ‘driving the 
car to the shops’. 

Make time to connect with babies, toddlers and young 
children. Tune in and listen to them and join in with their 
play, indoors and outside.  
 
Allow plenty of time to have conversations together, rather 
than busily rushing from one activity to the next. When 
you know a young child well, it is easier to understand 
them and talk about what their family life. For example: 
“OK, I see. You went to the shops with Aunty Maya”.  
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Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Observation checkpoint  
 

By around 2 years old, is the child showing an interest in 
what other children are playing and sometimes joins in?  
 
By around 3 years old, can the child shift from one task to 
another if you get their attention. Using the child’s name 
can help: “Jason, can you stop now? We’re tidying up”.  

Use the speech sounds p, b, m, 
w.  
Pronounce:  
- l/r/w/y  
- f/th  
- s/sh/ch/dz/j  
- multi-syllabic words such as 
‘banana’ and ‘computer’  
 

Toddlers and young children will pronounce some words 
incorrectly. Instead of correcting them, reply to what they 
say and use the words they have mispronounced. Children 
will then learn from your positive model, without losing 
the confidence to speak.  
 
Toddlers and young children sometimes hesitate and repeat 
sounds and words when thinking what to say.  
Listen patiently. Do not say the words for them. If the child 
or parents are distressed or worried by this, contact a 
speech and language therapist for advice. 
  
Encourage children to talk. Do not use too many questions: 
four comments to every question is a useful guide.  

Observation checkpoint  Towards their second birthday:  
Can the child use up to 50 words?  
 
Is the child beginning to put two or three words together: 
“more milk”?  
 
Is the child frequently asking questions, such as the names 
of people and objects?  
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Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  

Observation checkpoint  
 

Towards their third birthday:  
Can the child use around 300 words? These words include 
descriptive language. They include words for time (for 
example, ‘now’ and ‘later’), space (for example, ‘over 
there’) and function (for example, they can tell you a 
sponge is for washing).  
 
Is the child linking up to 5 words together?  
 
Is the child using pronouns (‘me’, ‘him’, ‘she’), and using 
plurals and prepositions (‘in’, ‘on’, ‘under’) - these may 
not always be used correctly to start with.  
Can the child follow instructions with three key words like: 
“Can you wash dolly’s face?” 

Listen to simple stories and 
understand what is happening, 
with the help of the pictures.  
 

Share picture books every day with children. Encourage 
them to talk about the pictures and the story. Comment on 
the pictures – for example: “It looks like the boy is a bit 
worried…” and wait for their response. You might also ask 
them about the pictures: “I wonder what the caterpillar is 
doing now?”  
 
Books with just pictures and no words can especially 
encourage conversations.  
 
Tell children the names of things they do not know and 
choose books that introduce interesting new vocabulary to 
them.  

Identify familiar objects and 
properties for practitioners when 
they are described: for example: 
‘Katie’s coat’, ‘blue car’, ‘shiny 
apple’.  
 
Understand and act on longer 
sentences like ‘make teddy 
jump’ or ‘find your coat’.  

When appropriate, you can check children’s understanding 
by asking them to point to particular pictures. Or ask them 
to point to particular objects in a picture. For example: 
“Can you show me the big boat?”  
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Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  

Understand simple questions 
about ‘who’, ‘what’ and ‘where’ 
(but generally not ‘why’).  
 

When talking with young children, give them plenty of 
processing time (at least 10 seconds). This gives them time 
to understand what you have said and think of their reply.  
 

Observation checkpoint  
 
 

Around the age of 2, can the child understand many more 
words than they can say – between 200–500 words?  
 
Can the child understand simple questions and instructions 
like: “Where’s your hat?” or “What’s the boy in the picture 
doing?”  
 
Around the age of 3, can the child show that they 
understand action words by pointing to the right picture in 
a book. For example: “Who’s jumping?”  
 
Note: watch out for children whose speech is not easily 
understood by unfamiliar adults. Monitor their progress 
and consider whether a hearing test might be needed.  
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Personal, Social and Emotional Development  
Children’s personal, social and emotional development (PSED) is crucial for children to lead 
healthy and happy lives, and is fundamental to their cognitive development. Underpinning their 
personal development are the important attachments that shape their social world. Strong, warm 
and supportive relationships with adults enable children to learn how to understand their own 
feelings and those of others. Children should be supported to manage emotions, develop a 
positive sense of self, set themselves simple goals, have confidence in their own abilities, to 
persist and wait for what they want and direct attention as necessary. Through adult modelling 
and guidance, they will learn how to look after their bodies, including healthy eating, and 
manage personal needs independently. Through supported interaction with other children they 
learn how to make good friendships, co-operate and resolve conflicts peaceably. These attributes 
will provide a secure platform from which children can achieve at school and in later life.  

Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  

Find ways to calm themselves, 
through being calmed and 
comforted by their key person.  
 

When settling a baby or toddler into nursery, the top 
priority is for the key person to develop a strong and loving 
relationship with the young child.  
 
Learn from the family about what they do to soothe their 
child and what to look out for – for example, a baby who 
scratches at their head when they are getting tired.  
 
Find out what calms a baby – rocking, cuddling or singing.  
 
Make sure babies and toddlers can get hold of their comfort 
object when they need it.  
 
Explain to parents that once babies establish ‘object 
permanence’, they become more aware of the presence or 
absence of their parents. Object permanence means 
knowing that something continues to exist even when out 
of sight. This can make separations much more distressing 
and difficult between 6–24 months.  

Personal, Social and Emotional Development 



Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  
 

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Establish their sense of self.  
 

Babies develop a sense of self by interacting with others, 
and by exploring their bodies and objects around them, 
inside and outdoors.  
 
Respond and build on babies’ expressions and gestures, 
playfully exploring the idea of self/other. Suggestion: point 
to your own nose/eyes/mouth, point to the baby’s.  

Express preferences and 
decisions. They also try new 
things and start establishing their 
autonomy.  
 
Engage with others through 
gestures, gaze and talk.  
 
Use that engagement to achieve 
a goal. For example, gesture 
towards their cup to say they 
want a drink.  

Be positive and interested in what babies do as they 
develop their confidence in trying new things.  
 
Help toddlers and young children to make informed 
choices from a limited range of options. Suggestion: enable 
children to choose which song to sing from a set of four 
song cards, by pointing. Enable children to choose whether 
they want milk or water at snack time.  

Find ways of managing 
transitions, for example from 
their parent to their key person.  
 

Support children as they find their own different ways to 
manage feelings of sadness when their parents leave them. 
Some children might need to hold onto a special object 
from home to feel strong and confident in the setting. Some 
might need to snuggle in and be comforted by their key 
person. Some might get busy straight away in their 
favourite play or with another child they feel close to.  
 
Young children need to feel secure as they manage difficult 
emotions. Provide consistent and predictable routines, with 
flexibility when needed.  

Personal, Social and Emotional Development 



Thrive as they develop self-
assurance.  
 

Provide consistent, warm and responsive care. At first, 
centre this on the key person. In time, children can develop 
positive relationships with other adults.  
 
When the key person is not available, make sure that 
someone familiar provides comfort and support, and carries 
out intimate care routines.  

Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Look back as they crawl or walk 
away from their key person. 
Look for clues about how to 
respond to something 
interesting.  
 
Play with increasing confidence 
on their own and with other 
children, because they know 
their key person is nearby and 
available.  
 
Feel confident when taken out 
around the local neighbourhood, 
and enjoy exploring new places 
with their key person.  

Acknowledge babies’ and toddlers’ brief need for 
reassurance as they move away from their key person. 
Encourage babies and toddlers to explore, indoors and 
outside. Help them to become more independent by 
smiling and looking encouraging, for example when a baby 
keeps crawling towards a rattle.  
 
Arrange resources inside and outdoors to encourage 
children’s independence and growing self-confidence. 
Suggestion: Treasure Basket play allows babies who can sit 
up to choose what to play with.  
 
Store resources so that children can access them freely, 
without needing help.  

Feel strong enough to express a 
range of emotions. 
 
Grow in independence, rejecting 
help (“me do it”). Sometimes 
this leads to feelings of 
frustration and tantrums.  

Help children to feel emotionally safe with a key person 
and, gradually, with other members of staff.  
 
Show warmth and affection, combined with clear and 
appropriate boundaries and routines. Develop a spirit of 
friendly co-operation amongst children and adults.  
 
Encourage children to express their feelings through words 
like ‘sad’, ‘upset’ or ‘angry’. Toddlers and young children 
may have periods of time when their favourite word is ‘no’ 
and when they want to carry out their wishes straight away. 
Maintain sensible routines and boundaries for children 
during these testing times. Negative or harsh responses can 
cause children to feel unduly anxious and emotionally 
vulnerable.  
 
Offer supervision or work discussion sessions to staff. Staff 
will need to talk about the strong feelings that children may 
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express. How are practitioners feeling about these and 
developing their understanding of the children’s feelings?  

Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Begin to show ‘effortful 
control’. For example, waiting 
for a turn and resisting the 
strong impulse to grab what they 
want or push their way to the 
front.  
 
Be increasingly able to talk 
about and manage their 
emotions.  

When appropriate, notice and talk about children’s 
feelings. For example: “I can see it’s hard to wait, just a 
minute and then it’s your turn to go down the slide.”  
 
Model useful phrases like “Can I have a turn?” or “My turn 
next.”  

Notice and ask questions about 
differences, such as skin colour, 
types of hair, gender, special 
needs and disabilities, and so on.  
 

Be open to what children say about differences and answer 
their questions straightforwardly. Help children develop 
positive attitudes towards diversity and inclusion.  
 
Help all children to feel that they are valued, and they 
belong.  

Develop friendships with other 
children.  

Support children to find ways into the play and friendship 
groups of others. For example, encourage them to stand 
and watch from the side with you. Talk about what you 
see, and suggest ways for the child to join in. 

Safely explore emotions beyond 
their normal range through play 
and stories.  
 
Talk about their feelings in more 
elaborated ways: “I’m sad 
because…” or “I love it when 
…”.  

Story times with props can engage children in a range of 
emotions. They can feel the family’s fear as the bear chases 
them at the end of ‘We’re Going on a Bear Hunt’. They 
can feel relief when the Gruffalo is scared away by the 
mouse.  
 
Recognise, talk about and expand on children’s emotions. 
For example, you might say: “Sara is smiling. She really 
wanted a turn with the truck.”  

Personal, Social and Emotional Development 



  

Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Observation checkpoint  
 

Around 7 months, does the baby respond to their name and 
respond to the emotions in your voice?  
 
Around 12 months, does the baby start to be shy around 
strangers and show preferences for certain people and toys? 
 
Around 18 months, is the toddler increasingly curious 
about their world and wanting to explore it and be noticed 
by you?  
 
Around the age of 2, does the child start to see themselves 
as a separate person? For example, do they decide what to 
play with, what to eat, what to wear?  
 
Between the ages of 2 and 3, does the child start to enjoy 
the company of other children and want to play with them?  
 
Note: watch out for children who get extremely upset by 
certain sounds, smells or tastes, and cannot be calmed. Or 
children who seem worried, sad or angry for much of the 
time. You will need to work closely with parents and other 
agencies to find out more about these developmental 
difficulties.  

Personal, Social and Emotional Development 



Physical Development  
Physical activity is vital in children’s all-round development, enabling them to pursue happy, 
healthy and active lives. Gross and fine motor experiences develop incrementally throughout 
early childhood, starting with sensory explorations and the development of a child’s strength, co-
ordination and positional awareness through tummy time, crawling and play movement with 
both objects and adults. By creating games and providing opportunities for play both indoors and 
outdoors, adults can support children to develop their core strength, stability, balance, spatial 
awareness, co-ordination and agility. Gross motor skills provide the foundation for developing 
healthy bodies and social and emotional well-being. Fine motor control and precision helps with 
hand-eye co-ordination which is later linked to early literacy. Repeated and varied opportunities 
to explore and play with small world activities, puzzles, arts and crafts and the practice of using 
small tools, with feedback and support from adults, allow children to develop proficiency, 
control and confidence. 

Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Lift their head while lying on 
their front.  
 
Push their chest up with straight 
arms.  
 
Roll over: from front to back, 
then back to front.  
 
Enjoy moving when outdoors 
and inside.  

Some babies need constant physical contact, attention and 
physical intimacy. Respond warmly and patiently to them.  
 
Provide adequate, clean floor space for babies to 
experience tummy-time and back time. Offer this 
frequently throughout the day so that they can develop 
their gross motor skills (kicking, waving, rolling and 
reaching).  

Sit without support.  
Begin to crawl in different ways 
and directions.  
 
Pull themselves upright and 
bouncing in preparation for 
walking.  

Encourage babies to sit on you, climb over you, and rock, 
bounce or sway with you.  
 
Notice, cherish and applaud the physical achievements of 
babies and toddlers.  
 
Give babies time to move freely during care routines, like 
nappy-changing.  
 
Encourage independence. Suggestion: offer a range of 
opportunities for children to move by themselves,  
making their own decisions about direction and speed.  
 

Physical Development 



 

  

Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Reach out for objects as co-
ordination develops.  
 
Eat finger food and develop 
likes and dislikes.  
 
Try a wider range of foods with 
different tastes and textures.  
 
Lift objects up to suck them.  
 
Pass things from one hand to the 
other. Let go of things and hand 
them to another person, or drop 
them.  

Gradually share control of the bottle with young babies.  
 
Introduce children regularly and repeatedly to new foods, 
being positive and patient as they try new things. 
  
Value the choices children make, whilst also sensitively 
encouraging them to try healthy foods.  
 
Consider introducing a supervised toothbrushing 
programme.  
 
Use everyday, open-ended materials to support overall co-
ordination. Suggestions: sponges and cloths to hold, squash 
and throw, or wet and squeeze.  
 
Provide a range of surfaces and materials for babies to 
explore, stimulating touch and all the senses.  

Observation checkpoint  
 

Does the baby move with ease and enjoyment?  
 
At around 12 months, can the baby pull to stand from a 
sitting position and sit down?  
 
Can the baby pick up something small with their first 
finger and thumb (such as a piece of string)?  
 
Note: look out for babies and young toddlers who appear 
underweight, overweight or to have poor dental health. 
You will need to work closely with parents and health 
visitors to help improve the child’s health.  

Gradually gain control of their 
whole body through continual 
practice of large movements, 
such as waving, kicking, rolling, 
crawling and walking.  
 
Clap and stamp to music.  

Provide a wide range of opportunities for children to move 
throughout the day: indoors and outside, alone or with 
others, with and without apparatus. Include risky and rough 
and tumble play, as appropriate. 
  
Join in with children’s movement play when invited and if 
it is appropriate. Then you can show different ways of 
moving and engaging with the resources.  

Physical Development 



Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Fit themselves into spaces, like 
tunnels, dens and large boxes, 
and move around in them.  
 
Enjoy starting to kick, throw and 
catch balls.  
 
Build independently with a 
range of appropriate resources.  

Help young children learn what physical risks they are 
confident and able to take. Encourage children to climb 
unaided and to stop if they do not feel safe. If you lift them 
onto the apparatus and hold them so they balance, they will 
not develop a sense of what they can do safely.  
 
Offer outdoor play every day for at least 45 minutes. 
Include lots of opportunities for children to move freely 
and explore their surroundings like a slope, a large hole, 
puddles or a sandpit. Consider wider opportunities for 
movement. Suggestions: using large moveable resources 
like hollow blocks, swinging on monkey bars, soft play, 
climbing walls, crawling into tunnels and dens. Consider 
going to suitable local facilities.  

Begin to walk independently – 
choosing appropriate props to 
support at first. 
  
Walk, run, jump and climb – and 
start to use the stairs 
independently.  

As soon as children are able, encourage ‘active travel’ to 
and from the setting – for example, walking, scooter or 
bike.  
 

Spin, roll and independently use 
ropes and swings (for example, 
tyre swings).  
 
Sit on a push-along wheeled toy, 
use a scooter or ride a tricycle.  

Provide materials and equipment that support physical 
development - both large and small motor skills. 
Encourage children to use materials flexibly and combine 
them in different ways.  
 
Check that children’s clothing and footwear are not too 
tight or too large.  

Observation checkpoint  
 

Around their second birthday, can the toddler run well, 
kick a ball, and jump with both feet off the ground at the 
same time?  
Around their third birthday, can the child climb 
confidently, catch a large ball and pedal a tricycle?  

Develop manipulation and 
control.  
 
Explore different materials and 
tools.  

Provide different types of paper for children to tear, make 
marks on and print on.  
 
Provide lots of different things for young children to grasp, 
hold and explore, like clay, finger paint, spoons, brushes, 
shells.  

Physical Development 



Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Use large and small motor skills 
to do things independently, for 
example manage buttons and 
zips, and pour drinks.  
 
Show an increasing desire to be 
independent, such as wanting to 
feed themselves and dress or 
undress.  

Provide babies and toddlers with lots of opportunities to 
feed themselves. Encourage them to dress and undress 
independently. Be patient, do not rush and take time to talk 
about what they are doing and why: “It’s a bit cold and wet 
today – what do we need to wear to keep warm and dry?”  
 
At meal and snack times, encourage children to try a range 
of foods as they become more independent eaters. 
Encourage children to help with carrying, pouring drinks, 
cleaning and sorting.  
 
Encourage young children’s personal decision-making by 
offering real choices – water or milk, for example. They 
can comment on how to eat healthily, listen to children’s 
responses and develop conversations about this.  
 
Encourage good eating habits and behaviours, such as not 
snatching, sharing and waiting for a second helping.  

Observation checkpoint  
 

Look out for children who find it difficult to sit 
comfortably on chairs. They may need help to develop 
their core muscles. You can help them by encouraging 
them to scoot on sit-down trikes without pedals and jump 
on soft-play equipment.  

Learn to use the toilet with help, 
and then independently.  
 

You cannot force a child to use the potty or toilet. You 
need to establish friendly co-operation with the child. That 
will help them take this important step. Children can 
generally control their bowels before their bladder.  
Notice when young children are ready to begin toilet 
training and discuss this with their parents:  
 
- they know when they have got a wet or dirty nappy  
- they get to know when they are peeing and may tell you 
they are doing it  
- the gap between wetting is at least an hour  
- they show they need to pee by fidgeting or going 
somewhere quiet or hidden  
- they know when they need to pee and may say so in 
advance  
 
Potty training is fastest if you start it when the child is at 
the last stage. By the age of 3, 9 out of 10 children are dry 

Physical Development 



 

  

most days. All children will have the occasional ‘accident’, 
though, especially when excited, busy or upset.  
 

Physical Development 



Literacy  
It is crucial for children to develop a life-long love of reading. Reading consists of two 
dimensions: language comprehension and word reading. Language comprehension (necessary for 
both reading and writing) starts from birth. It only develops when adults talk with children about 
the world around them and the books (stories and non-fiction) they read with them, and enjoy 
rhymes, poems and songs together. Skilled word reading, taught later, involves both the speedy 
working out of the pronunciation of unfamiliar printed words (decoding) and the speedy 
recognition of familiar printed words. Writing involves transcription (spelling and handwriting) 
and composition (articulating ideas and structuring them in speech, before writing).  

 

 

  

Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Enjoy songs and rhymes, tuning 
in and paying attention. 
  
Join in with songs and rhymes, 
copying sounds, rhythms, tunes 
and tempo.  
 
Say some of the words in songs 
and rhymes.  
 
Copy finger movements and 
other gestures.  
 
Sing songs and say rhymes 
independently, for example, 
singing whilst playing.  

Song and rhyme times can happen spontaneously 
throughout the day, indoors and outside, with individual 
children, in pairs or in small groups.  
 
You can make song and rhyme times engaging for young 
children by using a wide range of props or simple 
instruments.  
 
Children can choose the songs and rhymes they would like 
to join in with, using picture cards or by speaking  
 
You could learn songs and rhymes from parents. You could 
also teach parents the songs and rhymes you use in the 
setting, in order to support learning at home.  
 
Choose songs and rhymes which reflect the range of 
cultures and languages of children in the twenty-first 
century.  

Literacy 



 

 

  

Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Enjoy sharing books with an 
adult.  
 
Pay attention and respond to the 
pictures or the words.  
 
Have favourite books and seek 
them out, to share with an  
adult, with another child, or to 
look at alone.  
 
Repeat words and phrases from 
familiar stories.  
 
Ask questions about the book. 
Make comments and shares their 
own ideas.  
 
Develop play around favourite 
stories using props.  

Provide enticing areas for sharing books, stocked with a 
wide range of high-quality books, matching the many 
different interests of children in the setting.  
 
Provide a comfortable place for sharing books, like a sofa. 
In warm weather, share books outside on a picnic rug or in 
small tents. Themed book areas can build on children’s 
interests. Suggestions: relevant  
books close to small world play about dinosaurs, or 
cookbooks in the home corner.  
 
Help children to explore favourite books through linked 
activities. Suggestions:  
- visiting the park or the countryside to splash through 
puddles and squelch through mud for ‘We’re Going on a 
Bear Hunt’  
- going out to buy chillies for ‘Lima’s Red Hot Chilli’  
- dressing up clothes and small world play for favourite 
books  
 

Notice some print, such as the 
first letter of their name, a bus or 
door number, or a familiar logo.  

Point out print in the environment and talk about what it 
means. Suggestions: on a local walk, point out road signs, 
shop names and door numbers.  

Enjoy drawing freely.  
 
Add some marks to their 
drawings, which they give 
meaning to. For example: “That 
says mummy.”  
 
Make marks on their picture to 
stand for their name.  

Provide a wide range of stimulating equipment to 
encourage children’s mark-making. Suggestions:  
- large-scale sensory play, such as making marks with 
fingers in wet sand or in a tray of flour  
- using sticks and leaves to make marks during Forest 
school sessions  
- large brushes with paint or water  
- dragging streamers through puddles.  
- once large-muscle co-ordination is developing well, 
children can develop small-muscle co-ordination  
- playground chalk, smaller brushes, pencils and felt pens 
will support this.  

Literacy 



Mathematics  
Developing a strong grounding in number is essential so that all children develop the necessary 
building blocks to excel mathematically. Children should be able to count confidently, develop a 
deep understanding of the numbers to 10, the relationships between them and the patterns within 
those numbers. By providing frequent and varied opportunities to build and apply this 
understanding - such as using manipulatives, including small pebbles and tens frames for 
organising counting - children will develop a secure base of knowledge and vocabulary from 
which mastery of mathematics is built. In addition, it is important that the curriculum includes 
rich opportunities for children to develop their spatial reasoning skills across all areas of 
mathematics including shape, space and measures. It is important that children develop positive 
attitudes and interests in mathematics, look for patterns and relationships, spot connections, 
‘have a go’, talk to adults and peers about what they notice and not be afraid to make mistakes.  

 

Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to:  

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Combine objects like stacking 
blocks and cups. Put objects 
inside others and take them out 
again.  
 

Encourage babies and young toddlers to play freely with a 
wide range of objects - toddlers engage spontaneously in 
mathematics during nearly half of every minute of free 
play. Suggestions: when appropriate, sensitively join in and 
comment on:  
- interestingly shaped objects like vegetables, wooden 
pegs, spoons, pans, corks, cones, balls  
- pots and pans, boxes and objects to put in them, shape 
sorters  
- stacking cups: hiding one, building them into a tower, 
nesting them and lining them up  

Take part in finger rhymes with 
numbers.  
 
React to changes of amount in a 
group of up to three items.  

Use available opportunities, including feeding and 
changing times for finger-play, outdoors and inside, such 
as ‘Round and round the garden’.  
 
Sing finger rhymes which involve hiding and returning, 
like ‘Two little dicky birds’.  

Compare amounts, saying ‘lots’, 
‘more’ or ‘same’.  
 
Develop counting-like 
behaviour, such as making 
sounds, pointing or saying some 
numbers in sequence.  

Draw attention to changes in amounts, for example, by 
adding more bricks to a tower, or eating things up  
 
Offer repeated experiences with the counting sequence in 
meaningful and varied contexts, outside and indoors. 
Suggestions: count fingers and toes, stairs, toys, food 
items, sounds and actions.  

Mathematics 



 

 

  

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 squeeze themselves 
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.  
 

Mathematics 



Understanding the world  
Understanding the world involves guiding children to make sense of their physical world and 
their community. The frequency and range of children’s personal experiences increases their 
knowledge and sense of the world around them – from visiting parks, libraries and museums to 
meeting important members of society such as police officers, nurses and firefighters. In 
addition, listening to a broad selection of stories, non-fiction, rhymes and poems will foster their 
understanding of our culturally, socially, technologically and ecologically diverse world. As well 
as building important knowledge, this extends their familiarity with words that support 
understanding across domains. Enriching and widening children’s vocabulary will support later 
reading comprehension.  

 

 

Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to: 

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Repeat actions that have an 
effect.  
 
Explore materials with different 
properties.  
 
Explore natural materials, 
indoors and outside.  

Encourage babies’ explorations and movements, such as 
touching their fingers and toes. Show delight at their 
kicking and waving.  
 
Provide open-ended play materials inside and outdoors. 
Suggestion: Treasure Baskets for repeated exploration of 
textures, sounds, smells and tastes.  
 
Offer lots of different textures for exploration with fingers, 
feet and whole body. Suggestions: wet and dry sand, water, 
paint and playdough.  

Explore and respond to different 
natural phenomena in their 
setting and on trips.  
 

Encourage toddlers and young children to enjoy and 
explore the natural world. Suggestions:  
- standing in the rain with wellies and umbrellas  
- walking through tall grass  
- splashing in puddles  
- seeing the spring daffodils and cherry blossom  
- looking for worms and minibeasts  
- visiting the beach and exploring the sand, pebbles and 
paddling in the sea  
 
Encourage children’s exploration, curiosity, appreciation 
and respect for living things.  

Understanding the World 



 

  

Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to: 

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Explore and respond to different 
natural phenomena in their 
setting and on trips.  
 
Continued  

Suggestions:  
 
- sharing the fascination of a child who finds woodlice 
teeming under an old log  
- modelling the careful handling of a worm and helping 
children return it to the dug-up soil  
- carefully planting, watering and looking after plants they 
have grown from seeds  
 
Encourage children to bring natural materials into the 
setting, such as leaves and conkers picked up from the 
pavement or park during autumn.  

Make connections between the 
features of their family and other 
families.  
 

Be open to children talking about differences and what 
they notice. For example, when children ask questions like: 
“Why do you wear a scarf around your head?” or “How 
come your hair feels different to mine?” Point out the 
similarities between different families, as well as 
discussing differences.  
 

Notice differences between 
people.  
 

Model positive attitudes about the differences between 
people including differences in race and religion. Support 
children’s acceptance of difference. Have resources which 
include:  
- positive images of people who are disabled  
- books and play materials that reflect the diversity of life 
in modern Britain including racial and religious diversity.  
- materials which confront gender stereotypes  
 

Understanding the World 



Expressive Arts and Design  
The development of children’s artistic and cultural awareness supports their imagination and 
creativity. It is important that children have regular opportunities to engage with the arts, 
enabling them to explore and play with a wide range of media and materials. The quality and 
variety of what children see, hear and participate in is crucial for developing their understanding, 
self-expression, vocabulary and ability to communicate through the arts. The frequency, 
repetition and depth of their experiences are fundamental to their progress in interpreting and 
appreciating what they hear, respond to and observe.  

 

 

  

Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to: 

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Show attention to sounds and 
music.  
 
Respond emotionally and 
physically to music when it 
changes.  
 
Move and dance to music.  
 
Anticipate phrases and actions in 
rhymes and songs, like ‘Peepo’.  
 
Explore their voices and enjoy 
making sounds.  

Babies are born ready to enjoy and make music from birth.  
 
Stimulate their enjoyment of music through singing and 
playing musical and singing games which are attuned to 
the baby.  
 
Provide babies, toddlers and young children with a range of 
different types of singing, sounds and music from diverse 
cultures. Music and singing can be live as well as pre-
recorded.  
 
Play and perform music with different:  
- dynamics (loud/quiet)  
- tempo (fast/slow)  
- pitch (high/low)  
- rhythms (pattern of sound)  

Join in with songs and rhymes, 
making some sounds.  
 
Make rhythmical and repetitive 
sounds.  
 
Explore a range of sound-
makers and instruments and play 
them in different ways.  

Introduce children to songs, including songs to go with 
routines. Suggestion: when washing hands, sing “This is 
the ways we wash our hands…”.  
 
Provide children with instruments and with ‘found objects’. 
Suggestions: tapping a bottle onto the table or running a 
twig along a fence. Encourage children to experiment with 
different ways of playing instruments.  

Expressive Arts and Design 



Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to: 

Examples of how to support this:  
 

 Notice patterns with strong 
contrasts and be attracted by 
patterns resembling the human 
face.  
 
Start to make marks 
intentionally.  
 
Explore paint, using fingers and 
other parts of their bodies as 
well as brushes and other tools.  
 
Express ideas and feelings 
through making marks, and 
sometimes give a meaning to the 
marks they make.  

Ensure that the physical environment includes objects and 
materials with different patterns, colours, tones and 
textures for babies and young children to explore.  
 
Stimulate babies' and toddlers' early interest in making 
marks. Offer a wide range of different materials and 
encourage children to make marks in different ways.  
 
Suggestions:  
- invite them to submerge their fingers in cornflour  
- play with a stick in the mud  
- place hands and feet in paint  
- use tablets or computers  
- introduce colour names  
 

Enjoy and take part in action 
songs, such as ‘Twinkle, 
Twinkle Little Star’.  
 

Introduce children to a broad selection of action songs 
from different cultures and languages. Sing songs regularly 
so that children learn the words, melody and actions off by 
heart.  
 
Encourage children to accompany action songs. They can 
do this with their own movements or by playing 
instruments.  

Start to develop pretend play, 
pretending that one object 
represents another. For example, 
a child holds a wooden block to 
her ear and pretends it’s a phone.  
 

Children generally start to understand the difference 
between pretend and real from around the age of 2.  
 
Help children to develop their pretend play by modelling, 
sensitively joining in and helping them to elaborate it. 
Suggestion: help to develop a child’s home corner play of 
feeding a ‘baby’, by suggesting a nappy-change and then a 
song as you settle the ‘baby’ to sleep.  

Expressive Arts and Design 



 

Birth to three - babies, 
toddlers and young children 
will be learning to: 

Examples of how to support this:  
 

Explore different materials, 
using all their senses to 
investigate them. Manipulate 
and play with different 
materials.  
 
Use their imagination as they 
consider what they can do with 
different materials.  
 
Make simple models which 
express their ideas.  

Stimulate young children’s interest in modelling.  
 
Suggestions: provide a wide range of found materials 
(‘junk’) as well as blocks, clay, soft wood, card, off-cuts of 
fabrics and materials with different textures. Provide 
appropriate tools and joining methods for the materials 
offered.  
 
Encourage young children to explore materials/ resources 
finding out what they are/what they can do, and decide 
how they want to use them.  

Expressive Arts and Design 


