
  

 

Early Years Revised Framework Briefing - May 2021  

Issue 5 

Comparing Development Matters and Birth to 5 Matters 2021  

 
Below compares the two non-statutory guidance documents for the 

Early Years Foundation Stage 

 

• Who developed the guidance document?  

• How was the guidance document developed?  

• How long is each guidance document?  

• How are the documents structured?  

• How the seven areas of learning and organised?  

• How is 'play' described?  

• What is the role of the adult in teaching?  

• Observation, planning and assessment cycle  

• Documentation  

• What does high quality assessment look like?  

• Development stages  

• Common criticisms  

• Points to consider  

 

 



Who developed the guidance document?  

Development Matters Birth to 5 Matters 

Dr Julian Grenier, the headteacher of Sheringham 
Nursery School and Children’s Centre in Newham, 
London, involving a panel of researchers and academics. 

Support came from Teach First and PACEY. 

Sixteen early years organisations, including Early 
Education, Keeping Early Years Unique, Early 
Years Alliance and NDNA, forming the Early Years 
Coalition. 

The writers included Nancy Stewart, who was 
involved in Development Matters 2012. 

 

How was the guidance document developed?  

Development Matters Birth to 5 Matters 

The development of the document was commissioned by 
the Department for Education as non-statutory guidance 
to accompany the Statutory Framework which will go live 
in September 2021. 

Its ‘big idea’ is to bring back the idea of a top-level 
Curriculum, while streamlining the guidance. It is 
currently being used by some schools as Early Adopters. 

It has been developed as ‘guidance by the sector, 
for the sector’ after concerns over the process and 
objectives of the government’s review the Early 
Learning Goals, and wider EYFS reform. 

Birth to 5 Matters seeks to help implement the 
EYFS in a “pedagogically sound, principled and 
evidence-based way.” 

 

 

How long is each guidance document? 

Development Matters   -   77 pages Birth to 5 Matters   -   109 pages 

 

How are the documents structured? 

 
Development Matters Birth to 5 Matters 

Seven features of effective practice: 

• The best for every child  

• High Quality Care  

• The curriculum  

• Pedagogy  

• Assessment  

Foundations of highest quality provision for children: 

• Principles of the Early Years Foundation 
Stage.  

• Promoting voice and inclusion  

• Play  

• Care  



• Self-regulation and executive function  

• Partnership with parents  

The characteristics of effective teaching and learning: 

• Playing and exploring  

• Active Learning  

• Creating and thinking critically  

The seven areas of learning and development. 

  

  

• Quality improvement and leadership  

• Transitions  

A Unique Child: 

• Child development  

• Self-regulation  

• Learners for life  

• Inclusive practice and equalities  

Positive Relationships: 

• Parents as partners  

• Attachment and the role of the key person  

• Supporting development and learning  

Enabling Environments: 

• Learning environment  

• The wider context  

Learning and Development: 

• Observation and assessment  

• Overview of the characteristics of Effective 
Leaning and Areas of Learning and 
Development  

• Using Birth to 5 Matters to support 
development and learning  

• Characteristics of Effective Learning: The 
seven areas of learning and development  

 

How the seven areas of learning and organised?  

Development Matters Birth to 5 Matters 

The three prime areas of learning that underpin 
everything in the early years: 

• Communication & Language  

• Personal, Social and Emotional Development  

•  Physical Development  

 The four specific areas help children to strengthen the 
apply the prime areas: 

• Literacy  

• Mathematics  

• Understanding the World  

• Expressive Arts and Design  

(These seven areas are not sub-divided into different 
aspects / strands within Development Matters, although 
the ELGs with the Statutory Framework 2021 are) 

Prime areas of development and learning lay vital 
foundations in the early years: 

Personal, Social and Emotional Development 

• Making Relationships  

• Sense of Self  

• Understanding Feelings  

Communication & Language 

• Listening and Attention  

• Understanding  

• Speaking  

Physical Development 

• Moving and Handling  



• Health and Self-Care  

Specific areas of learning and development provide 
children with knowledge and skills to flourish in society: 

Literacy 

• Reading  

• Writing  

Mathematics 

Understanding the World 

• People and Communities  

• The World  

• Technology  

Expressive Arts and Design 

• Creating with Materials  

• Being Imaginative and Expressive  

 (These aspects / strands do not all correspond with 
those in the Statutory Framework 2021) 

 

 

How is 'play' described? 

 

Development Matters Birth to 5 Matters 

"Free play is crucial to children's development.  It's 
enjoyable and it helps children to develop their social 
skills and their self-regulation". 

"Children play, not least because it is fun. 

It offers a joyful opportunity for engaging in many 
activities and being with others". 

  

 

 

 

 

 



What is the role of the adult in teaching?  

 
Development Matters Birth to 5 Matters 

"Play is central to the EYFS but children can't learn 
everything they need" unless adults "also offer guided 
experiences and engaging teaching sessions with clear 
learning intentions" as well as supporting their play. 

"Play, while central, is not the only way children 
develop and learn in early years".  

Children "learn from adults both supporting their 
current development and learning, allowing time for 
this to deepen and be consolidated, and from adults 
introducing new possibilities". 

 

 

Observation, planning and assessment cycle  

 

Development Matters Birth to 5 Matters 

The cycle of observation, assessment and planning is 
"both helpful and limited".   

Julian Grenier suggests settings need to set out a top-
level 'Big Picture' of what they want children to learn, to 
accommodate things children have "never seen, done or 
been a part of". 

"Keeping the observation, assessment and 
planning cycle at the heart of our practice enables 
practitioners to build on children's motivations. 

The curriculum is co-constructed between children, 
practitioners and families.  Practitioners can 
support these interests while keeping in mind that 
they need to introduce children to new ideas and 
knowledge". 

 

 

 

 

 



Documentation  

Development Matters Birth to 5 Matters 

Too much emphasis is being spent on collecting 
‘evidence’ and unnecessary data-tracking. “The 
document is not 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. 

Settings can help children to make progress without 
generating unnecessary paperwork (p.3). In a 
podcast  with Famly, he also explained, “Even with a 
group of  say, ten to 15 children, and two or three next 
steps  each, you are thinking of 30 or 40 different things 
you  are planning for, which is really hard to do, but at the 
same time, if you are not careful you are 
missing  important sequences of learning that children 
need to have….” 

(‘Curriculum and the problem of next steps’, Famly, 2020) 

"Summative assessment should not be a time-
consuming process. It should be a straightforward 
summary, pulling together insights from formative 
assessment.” 

Also, “the guidance should not be used as a 
checklist to steer each unique child through a 
prescribed path with required ‘next steps.” That 
said, the guidance does suggest “‘next steps’ adults 
might take to support children’s development and 
learning” 

(all on page 45). 

 

 

What does high quality assessment look like? 

    

Development Matters Birth to 5 Matters 

Looking at what are the key milestones to look out for 
want children to learn.  This forms part of a Progress 
Model rather than categorising children within levels. 

In summative assessments, comparing best-fit 
judgements of ranges with typical age spans can 
help identify whether children are roughly on track, 
or are progressing more slowly or quickly. 

  

 

Development stages  

 

Development Matters Birth to 5 Matters 

Development matters has set out pathways of children’s 
development in broad ages and stages. 

The main purpose of the pathways is to support 
practitioners in assessing children’s level of 
development. 

Birth to five has set out age ranges of children’s 
development. These have been developed to support 
practitioner’s own knowledge of child development and 
reinforces that children develop at different rates 
and        stages.  “children develop and learn at their 
own rates   and in their own ways. 

The guidance on possible development trajectories 
should not be taken as necessary steps, nor assumed 



“The guidance can help you check that children are 
secure in all the earlier steps of learning before you look 
at their ‘age band’. Page 4 

There are three developmental stages: 

• Birth to three – babies, toddlers and 
young  children  

• 3 and 4 year olds  

• Reception  

       

to be in a particular order, for individual children.” Page 
51 

There are six age ranges: 

• Range 1  

• Range 2  

• Range 3  

• Range 4  

• Range 5  

• Range 6  

 

Common criticisms 

Development Matters Birth to 5 Matters 

• Some people have commented that they have 
found this document to be very dull and 
uninspiring.  

• It moves Communication and Language to the 
top of the list of EYFS areas, even above 
PSED. (PSED was the third EYFS area in the 
first draft of the ELGs in 2019). Does this make 
sense in terms of child development?  

• It puts statements regarding Self-Care within 
PSED under Managing Self, which seems a 
backward step, as it has been in Physical 
Development, without causing any 
controversy, since 2012.  

• The introduction of statements relating to 
‘Comprehension’ within Literacy seems 
confusing, given Understanding already forms 
part of Communication and Language.  

• Maths reduces shape-based activity to simply 
being about ‘Numerical Patterns’. Surely, it’s 
about more than that?  

• ‘Technology’ is completely removed as an 
aspect within the EYFS and within the 
statements in Understanding the World. Does 
this really equip children for the 21st Century?  

• The summary of the Characteristics of 
Effective Teaching and Learning appears to 
miscategorise many of the statements. Also, 
these Characteristics are to do entirely with 
Learning, not Teaching.  

• The mention of ‘performing’ in Expressive Arts 
and Design is still arguably not 
developmentally appropriate for a foundation 
stage. It was originally the name of the second 
aspect of EAD.  

• The developmental bands lump all Under 3s in 
the same category. Surely there is enormous 
difference in development between a child two 
months old and one 35 months old?  

• Some people have commented that they have 
found this document to be very wordy.  

• The aspects of Birth to 5 Matters do not always 
match those of the Early Learning Goals. As a 
result, adopting this will require working 
knowledge of the new Development Matters 
anyway, especially for teachers who are 
working much more closely to helping children 
achieve the ELGs. Learning two different 
structures of the areas of learning might be 
confusing.  

• Some people argue that this format is still open 
to being turned into a tick list exercise, 
something that plagued the previous 
Development Matters.  

• This document does not appear to offer 
anything concrete that will make the paperwork 
process less arduous.  

• Although the uniting of mathematical concepts 
is welcome, there is a danger of too narrow a 
coverage of Mathematics by practitioners now 
that it is a single area (the separation of 
‘Numbers’ and ‘Shape, Space and Measures’ 
has been scrapped).  

• The lack of a simplified way of explaining the 
Characteristics of Effective Learning does 
nothing to deal with the fact a lot of 
practitioners do not feel confident in what each 
one is and how to use them to support 
children’s learning.  

• Some people might find the system of Ranges 
1 to 6 confusing, especially as it is not 
immediately clear which Range a child of a 
particular age is typically expected to be.  

  

 

 



Points to consider  

 

Development Matters Birth to 5 Matters 

• Does Development Matters make for a top-
down curriculum if adults are expected to come 
up with everything that they want children to 
learn?  

• How will Development Matters equip children 
for a digital world if the Technology references 
are removed?  

• If a curriculum is pre-set, how will it 
accommodate changes to adult perspectives 
(let alone that of children) due to contemporary 
developments such as Black Lives Matter, 
climate crisis and COVID19?  

• If Birth to 5 Matters is adopted, how does a 
setting ensure it sufficiently broadens 
children’s experiences outside what interests 
children have shown?  

• How will phonics be taught as this may not 
necessarily ‘emerge’ naturally through 
responding to children’s experiences?  

• How will practitioners guard against overuse of 
screen-time in supporting children’s use of 
technology?  

 

If you require any more information or have any enquiries please contact Ann Breeze or Nicky Steels – 
ann.breeze@cumbria.gov.uk and nicola.steels@cumbria.gov.uk. 
Alternatively childrens.information@cumbria.gov.uk or visit us online 
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