EYFS Art and Design: Progression of Skills
Curriculum links: EYFS Statutory Framework — Expressive Arts and Design, especially “Creating with Materials”; Development Matters guidance; and relevant links to Physical Development, Communication and Language, and Understanding the World.
Important note: EYFS does not prescribe a separate art subject curriculum or year-by-year art skills. This is a suggested progression across the EYFS age bands and Reception, informed by the statutory educational programme and non-statutory Development Matters guidance. Children develop at different rates; use professional judgement and responsive observation.
1. Core art and making skills
	Skill area
	Birth to 3 (foundations)
	3–4-year-olds
	Reception

	Exploring materials and sensory experiences
	Explore paint, clay, dough, water, mud and natural materials using the senses. Notice differences in texture, colour and consistency. Begin to investigate what materials can do.
	Explore materials freely and notice their properties. Try different ways to use them and combine materials; talk about what they notice.
	Explore, use and refine a wider variety of materials and artistic effects. Choose materials with growing purpose to express ideas and feelings.

	Mark-making and drawing
	Begin to make marks intentionally with fingers, hands, tools and large drawing materials. Repeat marks and sometimes give them meaning.
	Make marks with a range of tools. Create closed shapes and use them to represent objects; add details to drawings, such as features on a face.
	Draw with increasing control and detail. Return to earlier drawings, add or change details, and represent ideas, observations and experiences in different ways.

	Painting and colour
	Explore paint with fingers, hands, brushes and other tools. Notice contrasting colours and begin to hear colour names.
	Explore colour and colour mixing. Notice similarities and differences between colours and begin to explain choices.
	Develop colour-mixing techniques to match colours seen or imagined. Use colour and artistic effects intentionally to communicate ideas and feelings.

	Shape, pattern, line and texture
	Notice patterns, colours, tones and textures in the environment and materials. Explore the effects of repeated marks and actions.
	Explore lines, shapes, patterns and textures through drawing, printing, collage and construction. Talk about what materials feel and look like.
	Use a broader range of lines, shapes, patterns and textures. Combine artistic effects and revisit techniques to make choices more deliberately.

	3D modelling, construction and joining
	Manipulate and play with materials; make simple models that express ideas. Explore blocks, dough, boxes, fabric and found materials.
	Develop ideas and decide which materials to use. Join different materials and explore textures; create models and small worlds.
	Plan and make more purposeful models. Select suitable materials and joining methods, solve simple construction problems and refine outcomes.

	Using tools and fine motor control
	Grasp, hold and explore age-appropriate tools such as chunky crayons, brushes and dough tools, with close adult support as needed.
	Use a growing range of tools to make marks, cut, shape and join materials, developing control through repeated practice.
	Use a range of tools with increasing competence, care and precision. Develop control through drawing, painting, cutting, joining and modelling.

	Developing ideas and independence
	Choose materials and repeat actions that interest them. Explore cause and effect and begin to make choices about what to do.
	Generate their own ideas and choose materials to express them. Persist, experiment and make simple decisions during creative play.
	Explore and refine artistic effects to express ideas and feelings. Return to previous learning, build on ideas and create collaboratively, sharing resources and skills.

	Talking about and responding to art
	Respond through gaze, gesture, sounds, actions or words. Adults notice and value the meanings children give to marks and models.
	Talk about what they have made and the ideas behind it. Use growing vocabulary to describe colours, shapes, materials and textures.
	Explain choices and intentions using descriptive vocabulary. Talk about what they notice in artwork and the natural world, and respond to others' ideas respectfully.

	Imagination and representation
	Begin pretend play, use one object to represent another and explore how materials can become something else.
	Use drawing, painting, modelling and imaginative play to represent experiences, feelings and ideas.
	Develop and communicate more detailed ideas through artwork, models and collaborative projects; adapt representations as ideas change.



2. Progression in the formal elements
	Skill area
	Birth to 3 (foundations)
	3–4-year-olds
	Reception

	Colour
	Notice contrasts and explore paint and colour names.
	Explore colour mixing and describe colours.
	Mix colours more purposefully to match or express ideas.

	Line and mark
	Make intentional marks with different movements and tools.
	Use lines and marks to represent objects, movement or sounds.
	Vary marks and line quality to add detail and communicate ideas.

	Shape and form
	Explore materials and make simple models.
	Use closed shapes to represent objects; build models and small worlds.
	Combine shapes and construct more developed 2D and 3D representations.

	Texture
	Explore materials with different sensory properties.
	Join materials and experiment with contrasting textures.
	Select and combine textures for a desired effect.

	Pattern
	Notice contrasting and repeated patterns.
	Create patterns through marks, printing, arranging and collage.
	Use repeated and varied patterns deliberately in designs and artwork.

	Space and composition
	Explore marks and objects in different spaces and on different surfaces.
	Arrange shapes, objects and materials in pictures and constructions.
	Make increasingly deliberate choices about placement, scale and arrangement.



3. Links to the EYFS areas of learning
	EYFS area
	Foundations / Birth to 3
	3–4-year-olds
	Reception

	Expressive Arts and Design — Creating with Materials
	Explore materials using the senses; make intentional marks; explore paint and tools; manipulate materials and make simple models.
	Explore materials freely; develop ideas and choose materials; join materials and explore textures; draw with increasing complexity; explore colour mixing.
	Explore, use and refine artistic effects; return to and build on previous learning; refine ideas and represent them in different ways; create collaboratively.

	Physical Development
	Develop grasp and manipulation through safe, varied sensory and mark-making experiences.
	Build hand strength and control through drawing, dough, construction, cutting and joining activities.
	Use tools with increasing competence, safety and precision; strengthen coordination and fine motor control.

	Communication and Language
	Respond to adults' comments about their marks and materials through gestures, sounds or words.
	Learn words for materials, actions, colours, shapes and textures; talk about what they are making.
	Explain ideas and choices, describe processes and use specific vocabulary to reflect on creative work.

	Understanding the World
	Explore natural and everyday materials and notice their properties.
	Investigate natural materials and discuss what they see, feel and notice.
	Observe colours, shapes, patterns and textures in nature and in the wider world; use observations to inspire creative work.



Curriculum references
Statutory EYFS Framework: the educational programme for Expressive Arts and Design expects children to explore and play with a wide range of media and materials, develop understanding and self-expression, and communicate through the arts.
Development Matters (non-statutory guidance) provides broad age bands: Birth to 3, 3 and 4-year-olds, and children in Reception. It recommends responsive curriculum planning and professional judgement rather than treating developmental statements as a checklist.
Official guidance:
• Development Matters: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/development-matters--2/development-matters
• Help for Early Years Providers — Communicating through arts: https://help-for-early-years-providers.education.gov.uk/areas-of-learning/expressive-arts-and-design/communicating-through-arts
Planning note: offer frequent, open-ended opportunities to revisit materials and techniques. Observe children’s choices, process, language and developing control; avoid expecting every child to reach each statement at the same time.




