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Early Years Curriculum 

 

 

What is a curriculum? 
Your Early Years curriculum will be unique to your setting 
and should not be static. It will evolve and change as staff 
get to know children and as cohorts move on.  It should 
be responsive to your children’s needs and reflect the 
families/community you are working with.  

The children’s developing interests will shape the nature 
of your curriculum as the year progresses, but you will 
also need to plan core knowledge and skills which you 
feel your children need to be taught.  

Children will only be interested initially in things they
already know; it is up to you to widen their experiences

and to prepare them for their next stage in education. Depending on the age and prior learning of the children
you are working with, the prime areas may be your predominant focus with specific areas being woven in
later.  Breadth of understanding and knowledge is more important that rushing onto the next stage.



A curriculum is what you want the children to learn in the time they 
are with you. It must be based on the statutory early years 
foundation stage (EYFS), which gives you a framework that you can 
build on, through the 7 areas of learning. You can decide how best 
to deliver those areas by creating a curriculum unique to your 
setting, providing activities and experiences that deliver those areas 
of learning’.  (www.gov.uk) 

‘An early years curriculum provides a structure and sense of 
direction for the practitioners in the setting. It provides opportunities 
for all children to learn. It is ambitious. It challenges stereotypical 
beliefs that some groups of children are ‘less able’ to learn and 
make progress than others. It starts with children’s experiences in 
their family and immediate environment, so learning is meaningful. 
Strong leadership is essential for the development, and monitoring, of a high-quality curriculum. The curriculum 
must be suitable for every child’. Julian Genier (Working with the revised Early Years Foundation Stage -
Principles into Practice) 

"The curriculum is a framework for setting out the aims of a programme of education, including the knowledge 
and understanding to be gained at each stage (intent); for translating that framework over time into a structure 
and narrative, within an institutional context (implementation) and for evaluating what knowledge and 
understanding pupils have gained against expectations (impact/achievement).” Ofsted 

 

What do we need to change? 

There is no requirement to change everything and to start 
from scratch.  

The revised framework provides an opportunity to reflect; keep what is 
working well (if it aligns with the changed framework) and to make 
changes in line with your pedagogy, the uniqueness of your setting and 
the needs of your children.  

It is a great opportunity to evaluate provision and practice and to be imaginative in your approach to inspiring 
young children to learn and be highly motivated.  It is up to individual staff teams/leadership teams to consider 
your early years vision and ethos and to decide how you are going to plan; whether you will adopt a particular 
approach and how you are going to challenge children to make their best progress. 

The focus should be on being with the children ‘teaching’ and reducing the amount of time spent on 
paperwork.  Practitioners do not need to adapt a particular approach and ‘teaching’ should still be seen as a 
wide umbrella term for the multiple ways in which adults work with children in the EY. 

‘Teaching should not be taken to imply a “top down” or formal way of 
working. It is a broad term that covers the many different ways in which 
adults help young children learn. It includes their interactions with children 
during planned and child-initiated play and activities: communicating and 
modelling language; showing, explaining, demonstrating, exploring ideas; 
encouraging, questioning, recalling; providing a narrative for what they are 
doing; facilitating and setting challenges. It takes account of the 
equipment adults provide and the attention given to the physical 
environment, as well as the structure and routines of the day that establish 
expectations. Integral to teaching is how practitioners assess what 
children know, understand and can do, as well 

as taking account of their interests and dispositions to learn (characteristics of effective learning), and how 
practitioners use this information to plan children’s next steps in learning and monitor their progress’. (Ofsted 
Early Years Inspection Handbook) 

‘This framework does not prescribe a particular teaching approach. Play is essential for children’s 
development, building their confidence as they learn to explore, relate to others, set their own goals and solve 
problems. Children learn by leading their own play, and by taking part in play which is guided by adults. 

http://www.gov.uk/


Practitioners need to decide what they want children in their setting to learn, and the most effective ways to 
teach it’. (EY Statutory framework) 

 

Planning your curriculum 

You should always start with the early years foundation 
stage (EYFS) framework. 

It contains educational programmes that sit under 7 areas of learning. 
These are high-level curriculum summaries that you must follow and work 
into a rich curriculum that meets the needs of the children. From there, 
break down those high-level curriculum summaries into smaller steps. 
Decide what you want children to learn, the activities you want to do with 
them and how your setting can support their learning. 

Childminders or nursery leaders (working with their staff) should decide how to implement these activities and 
experiences, so the children can progress in all the areas of learning. 

You should evaluate how well the curriculum works, checking what children know and can do as they move 
through the EYFS’. (www.gov.uk) 

Your curriculum will be unique to your setting so think carefully about over-use of published schemes or using 
plans from one year to the next.  Watch your children and get to know them before putting the detail on basic 
plans which you may develop in advance. Consider how they lead their own play and what areas of provision 
they are showing interest in.  All staff need to be confident to follow children’s leads and have the secure child 
development knowledge to continue to support and extend children learning in these situations. Some 
practitioners may find it more difficult to move away from set plans and to be more reactive and reflective in 
their approach, so additional CPD and support may need to be considered. 

As you make changes to your curriculum consider what you want children to learn first and plan opportunities 
for them to achieve this; don’t be tempted to think of lots of activities you enjoy or which you have used in the 
past and then try to link them to the new framework. Talk to parents/carers and individual children to find out 
their interests and observe children as they settle to see what sparks their curiosity alongside noting their 
characteristics of learning. For support when developing your curriculum, consider using Development Matters 
or Birth to 5 Matters (non-statutory curriculum guidance documents for the early year foundation stage). 

 

It is very clear within the statutory framework that Educational programmes must involve activities and 
experiences for children, as set out under each of the areas of learning and that the ELG’s should not be the 
basis for your curriculum as these are very narrow and do not reflect the wide range of exciting and inspiring 
learning opportunities children should access during their time in EY. 

http://www.gov.uk/


‘Practitioners must consider the individual needs, interests, and 
development of each child in their care, and must use this 
information to plan a challenging and enjoyable experience for 
each child in all areas of learning and development.  

Practitioners working with the youngest children are expected to 
ensure a strong foundation for children’s development in the three 
prime areas. The specific areas of learning provide children with a 
broad curriculum and with opportunities to strengthen and apply the 
prime areas of learning. This is particularly important in developing 
language and extending vocabulary.  (EY Statutory framework) 

 

How do you decide what you want ‘your’ children to learn? 

There is not one right way to approach this or 
a set list of what all children need. 

Start with the statutory framework and then consider the needs 
of your children and families. What are their starting points? 
What will be relevant to them?  What do you want for this group 
of children? What knowledge and skills would be beneficial in 
preparing them for their next educational stage?  How will it help 
them to progress towards achieving the ELG’s? 

Julian Grenier states 

‘This curriculum learning must be balanced with learning that stems from the children’s interests. Plans must 
be flexible and go with children’s fascinations. Children learn a huge amount through the play they choose’. 

In his own nursery (Sheringham Nursery School) Julian and his team have established eight curricular goals 
for the end of nursery focusing on what they believe to be key focuses around which to add detail as children 
share their interests. Many schools have moved away from set topics to considering what they may introduce 
at different times of year linked to what is happening in the children’s lives/communities or using key texts to 
spark learning connected to a particular theme, but without always having a pre-determined outcome in mind. 

Consider what it says in the non-statutory support documents and your 
approach as a setting, as well as thinking about your indoor and outdoor 
learning environments. This is an opportunity to develop an imaginative 
and inspiring curriculum which maximises the expertise of your early 
years team to its potential.  Change may be difficult for some, but it can 
also be exciting.   

If you have children who attend more than one setting, consider how 
you can work together to ensure the child accesses a broad and 
balanced curriculum across the settings which is appropriately challenging. 

‘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’. (Development Matters) 

‘The curriculum will include attention to the Areas of Learning and Development which summarise some of 
what children learn. The curriculum must, however, be more than a list of skills and knowledge to be achieved. 
The EYFS principle says every unique child is “constantly learning”. Children learn from all their experiences, 
not just those that have been planned or intended. The curriculum needs to take account of children’s learning 
not just in the Areas of Learning and Development, but also in how they see themselves as learners and how 
they are building the strong foundations for lifelong learning described in the Characteristics of Effective 



Learning. How children learn, and how they learn about their own learning, should also be an integral part of 
the curriculum’. (Birth to 5 Matters) 

 

Nursery classes / Governor lead childcare in schools 
Previously some schools have seen EY as a separate entity when it has 
come to considering the whole school curriculum, but it is important to 
understand that there should be clear progression from EY into National 
Curriculum learning.  Teachers and NC subject leaders should have a 
good understanding of the EY curriculum in their school and how 
knowledge and skills are taught.  

Many schools are now incorporating the EY curriculum within their whole 
school plan, even if they take children from two. Teaching and learning will 

be different in early years but the school ethos/approach and progression can still be evident.  For some 
teachers this may result in the need for additional CPD or time to visit and immerse themselves in EY. 

 
Finally… 

 “By education I mean an all-round drawing out of the best in the child and man; 
body, mind and spirit.”  Mahatma Gandhi  

 

Useful documents and links  

Statutory framework for the EY foundation stage 

Birth to 5 Matters 

Development Matters 

Curriculum planning - Help for early years providers - GOV.UK (education.gov.uk) 

www.famly.co.uk - Blog by Jan Dubiel - Family.co/blog/build-your-own-curriculum 

http://development-matters.org.uk/  link to free PDF copy of Julian Grenier’s book ‘Working with the revised 
Early Years Foundation Stage -Principles into Practice’ 

http://juliangrenier.blogspot.com/2021/05/preparing-for-revised-early-years.html 

https://abcdoes.com/webinars/early-years-framework-2021/ 

 

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 

 

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/974907/EYFS_framework_-_March_2021.pdf
https://www.birthto5matters.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Birthto5Matters-download.pd
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/development-matters--2
https://help-for-early-years-providers.education.gov.uk/get-help-to-improve-your-practice/curriculum-planning
http://www.famly.co.uk/
http://development-matters.org.uk/
http://juliangrenier.blogspot.com/2021/05/preparing-for-revised-early-years.html
https://abcdoes.com/webinars/early-years-framework-2021/
mailto:ann.breeze@cumbria.gov.uk
mailto:nicola.steels@cumbria.gov.uk
mailto:childrens.information@cumbria.gov.uk
https://cumbria.gov.uk/childrensservices/childrenandfamilies/cfis/earlyyearsandchildcare/earlyyearsandchildcare.asp?cookies=disable

