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Science has been a big focus at 
Cookridge Primary School in Leeds, 
West Yorkshire, over the last few 

years. As a school, we have worked hard 
to develop teaching, assessment and 
the overall profile of science throughout 
school, earning us the Primary Science 
Quality Mark (PSQM; www.psqm.org.uk) 
in 2019. I have been a science lead at the 
school for the last three years so have had 
the privilege of watching science grow 
and flourish, with both staff and children 
gaining confidence to talk about and 
engage with it in school. I have taught 
in years 1, 2 and 3 (ages 5–8), as well as 
running science clubs and reading groups 
for year 5 and 6 children (ages 9–11) and 
organising whole-school science events 
such as the Great Science Share for 
Schools (www.greatscienceshare.org).  
This year, however, I took on a new 
challenge and decided to make the move 
down to early years: smaller learners but 
a big step!

How does teaching change 
between key stages 1 and 2 and 
the early years?
Since moving to reception (ages 4–5), I 
have been asked the questions ‘What’s 
it like?’ and ‘How does it compare?’ 
multiple times. Initially, it was hard to 

compare my new little world to my 
previous one and so I merely said 
‘It’s very different!’ Having now had 
the chance to settle in and find my 
feet, I have found I can reflect more 
meaningfully, comparing teaching at 
reception level to teaching the older 
children.

The first aspect I had to get to 
grips with was the daily structure and 
timetable. While further up in school 
each day follows a more rigid timetable 
and consistent pattern of lessons, in 
reception the daily plan is much more 
fluid. Yes, we still have a check-in circle 
first thing on a Monday morning. Yes, 
we have a phonics session at the start of 
each day and a maths session straight 
after lunch. However, these sessions are 
not a specific length or time slot. If the 
children are engaged and enjoying their 

learning, the lesson is extended. If the 
children are struggling to focus or engage 
with a session, it is cut short. Outside of 
these short learning sessions, children 
have the chance to explore the different 
areas of the classroom, again another 
approach less frequently used further 
up in school. Although my previous 
classrooms had role-play areas, maths 
areas, writing areas, art-and-craft areas 
and reading areas, there was much less 
time given for children to independently 
choose to use them. This meant that, 
although I knew how to set these 
areas up, I had much less experience of 
working in them with children to enrich 
their play. I discovered that playing 
alongside children and working to 
enhance their play to develop learning 
were two very different things and 
involved a lot of thinking on your feet! 
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What is science like in reception?
In general, when people first discuss 
science in the early years the strand of 
the early years foundation stage (EYFS) 
curriculum they look at is Early Learning 
Goal 14:

The world – Children know about 
similarities and differences in relation 
to places, objects, materials and living 
things. They talk about the features of 
their own immediate environment and 
how environments might vary from 
one another. They make observations 
of animals and plants and explain 
why some things occur, and talk about 
changes. (DfE, 2017: 12)

This area of learning certainly does lend 
itself to discussions and learning related 
to common science topics in school, such 
as animals, plants and everyday materials, 
but is much less specific about the exact 
subject knowledge that must be covered. 
This means that learning can be more 
closely linked and planned according to 
individual children’s current interests.

For example, while outside in the 
design-technology area building a golf 
club as part of our topic on toys, one of 
my children found a magnet and began 
to investigate what it did (Figure 1). He 
noticed that it stuck to some objects but 
not others and came to ask why. First, 
we listed things the magnet did and did 
not stick to and then compared what 
was the same and what was different 
about these objects. After investigating 
further and sharing his thoughts with 
friends who had come to join in, the child 
in question exclaimed, ‘They are metal! 
It sticks to metal!’ This learning about 
different materials was initiated and led 
by the child and his interest and does 
a great job of demonstrating how the 
more general phrasing of the curriculum 
objectives lends itself to being combined 
with investigation and play.

Although ELG14 is a go-to statement for 
discussions about science in early years, and 
certainly was my main focus as a science 
subject leader before teaching in reception, 
aspects of scientific learning can be seen 
throughout the early-years framework, 
meaning science is present in most teaching 
in some way. Box 1 shows a selection of 
other areas of the framework that can 
easily be tied to scientific learning. 

How does science progress 
throughout primary school?
To really compare and understand the 
differences of teaching science in early 
years, we need to look at its place in 
the progression of science throughout 
primary school.

Subject knowledge: Materials
The topic of materials is covered 
regularly during primary school so is 
a good starting place to look at how 
the objectives change and develop in 
complexity.

Reception (ages 4–5)
In reception, we use ELG14, again 
focusing on the phrase:

Children know about similarities and 
differences in relation to places, objects, 
materials and living things.   
(DfE, 2017: 12)

One example of an activity we did for 
this objective was during forest schools 
where we investigated different patterns 
in nature. We used crayons and paper 
to take rubbings of all of the different 
textures that we could find and then 
discussed the similarities and differences 
between the different surfaces and the 
patterns that were created (Figure 2). 
The children used phrases such as, ‘These 
ones were bumpy but these ones were 
straight and smooth’ and ‘That one is 
stripy and that one is not, it’s spotty’. 
The responses were short and used 
simple vocabulary but did successfully 
draw comparisons between two 
rubbings. 

Year 1 (ages 5–6)
As we move to year 1, this objective is 
given more focus and direction:

Compare and group together a variety of 
everyday materials on the basis of their 
simple physical properties. (DfE, 2013: 8)

The objective has been extended 
from simply comparing two objects to 
comparing features of multiple objects. 
This means children must look for specific 
properties in objects as opposed to 
selecting the most obvious. Yes, a stick 
can be described as ‘long’; however, 
you can also comment on its texture, 
flexibility, colour, transparency, shape 
or strength (Figure 3). One example of 
how this objective can be demonstrated 
is using Venn diagrams to sort objects 
between two different properties. This 
ensures children are looking at multiple 
properties of each object, a step up from 
the early years. 

Year 4 (ages 8–9)
As we move into year 4, the structure 
of the objective stays the same but 
progression is shown in the language 
needed to compare the specific 
properties:

Compare and group materials together, 
according to whether they are solids, 
liquids or gases. (DfE, 2013: 21)

The extension in the language and 
understanding needed to make the 
comparisons allows the topic of materials 
to develop further. The complexity of 
exemplar activities for this objective also 
increases, as not only can individual 
objects be grouped but also the 
properties of larger groups such as solids 
or gases. One such example would be 
giving children a set of cards bearing 
statements about properties of the three 
states of matter (Figure 4). The children 
are asked to discuss each statement and 

Communication and language

 Understanding: They answer 
‘how’ and ‘why’ questions 
about their experiences.

 Speaking: They develop their 
own narratives and explanations 
by connecting ideas or events.
Physical development

 Health and self-care: Children 
know the importance for good 
health of physical exercise, and 
a healthy diet, and talk about 
ways to keep healthy and safe.
Mathematics

 Shape, space and measures: 
They explore characteristics of 
everyday objects.

Understanding the world

 People and communities: 
Children talk about past and 
present events in their own 
lives.

Expressive art and design

 Exploring and using media 
and materials: Children sing 
songs, make music and dance, 
and experiment with ways of 
changing them.

 Being imaginative: Children 
use what they have learnt about 
media and materials in original 
ways, thinking about uses and 
purposes.

Box 1 Some different areas of the current EYFS Early 
Learning Goals that link to science

PROGRESSING SCIENCE FROM RECEPTION
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