
Early Years Typical Progression C
hart w

ith additional guidance for practitioners  
 

 Pattern 

S
eeking and exploring patterns is at the heart of m

athem
atics (S

choenfeld, 1992). D
eveloping an aw

areness of pattern helps young children to notice and understand m
athem

atical 
relationships. C

lem
ents and S

aram
a (2007) identify that patterns m

ay provide the foundations of algebraic thinking, since they provide the opportunity for young children to observe 
and verbalise generalisations. 

The focus in this section is on repeating patterns, progressing from
 children copying sim

ple alternating A
B

 patterns to identifying different structures in the ‘unit of repeat’, such as ABB 
or A

B
B

C
. P

atterns can be m
ade w

ith objects like coloured cubes, sm
all toys, buttons and keys, and w

ith outdoor m
aterials like pine cones, leaves or large blocks, as w

ell as w
ith 

m
ovem

ents and sounds, linking w
ith m

usic, dance, phonics and rhym
es. C

hildren can also spot and create patterns in a range of other contexts, such as printed patterns, tim
etables, 

num
bers and stories. 

 
A

ctivities and opportunities 
Practitioner notes 

C
ontinuing an A

B
 pattern 

C
hildren need the opportunity to see a pattern, to talk 

about w
hat they can see, and to continue a pattern. At 

first, they w
ill do this one item

 at a tim
e, e.g. red cube, 

blue cube, red cube…
verbalising the pattern helps. 

C
hildren m

ay then be asked to say w
hat they w

ould add 
next to continue it. 

x 
building tow

ers or trains of different-coloured cubes 
(continuing patterns horizontally and vertically) 

x 
extending patterns using a w

ide range of identical 
objects in different colours, e.g. beads; sm

all plastic toys 
such as bears, dinosaurs, vehicles. Try to avoid 
interlocking cubes or bead-threading so children can 
focus on the pattern rather than their coordination skills. 

 

 C
opying an A

B
 pattern 

C
opying a pattern can be difficult for children if they have 

to keep com
paring item

 by item
. AB patterns are easiest – 

w
hen presented to children, these should contain several 

repeats, to ensure that the pattern unit is evident. D
iscuss 

the nature of the pattern: how
 has the pattern been 

m
ade? Patterns can have a range of features such as 

varying objects, size or orientation. 

x 
accessing a range of patterns to copy. For exam

ple, 
using the plastic bears: big, sm

all, big, sm
all, big…

 
footw

ear: shoe, w
elly, shoe, w

elly..., actions and 
sounds: jum

p, tw
irl, jum

p, tw
irl, jum

p…
 or clap, stam

p, 
clap, stam

p…
 

x 
collecting things in the outdoors environm

ent: leaf, stick, 
leaf, stick…
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A

ctivities and opportunities 
Practitioner notes 

M
ake their ow

n A
B

 pattern 

As children progress from
 continuing to copying patterns, 

they can be challenged to change the sam
ple pattern or 

to create their ow
n. A

 range of objects can be provided for 
children to decide w

hat the features of the pattern are 
going to be. C

hildren m
ay find it easier to m

ake a pattern 
w

ith the sam
e colours as the original but w

ith different 
objects. For exam

ple, copying a red–blue cube pattern 
w

ith red and blue dinosaurs is easier than w
ith yellow

 and 
green cubes. Patterns can involve different aspects and 
m

odes such as sounds, w
ords or actions: som

e children 
w

ill need suggestions, w
hile others w

ill think of their ow
n. 

As children construct the patterns, ensure they have 
opportunities to: 

x 
repeat the unit at least three tim

es (big bear, 
sm

all bear; big bear, sm
all bear; big bear, sm

all 
bear). This is to ensure the child can sustain the 
pattern 

x 
m

ake a specified pattern, e.g. ‘C
an you do a 

green, yellow
 pattern?’ This is to ensure the child 

can apply their pattern understanding 

x 
choose their ow

n rule, e.g. ‘I am
 going to m

ake a 
big, sm

all pattern.’ This is to ensure the child can 
identify pattern features/rules/criteria 

x 
choose their ow

n actions or sounds, e.g. clap, 
stam

p…
 This is to help children generalise the 

idea of pattern. 

x 
challenging the child to change one elem

ent of the 
pattern they have created, e.g. ‘C

an you change the red 
bear to a blue bear? W

hat is the pattern now
?’ 

x 
ensuring that there are num

erous opportunities to create 
patterns – e.g. in the outdoors, using natural m

aterials 
such as sticks, leaves, stones, pine cones; in craft 
activities, using stam

ping, sticking, printing; w
ith m

usical 
instrum

ents, using sounds such as drum
s, shakers, 

triangles, etc. 

x 
w

orking collaboratively w
ith a friend to take turns to 

create a pattern, e.g. one claps, one stam
ps, or one gets 

the red bear, one gets the yellow
 bear, etc. 

x 
challenging a friend to continue or copy their pattern. 
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A

ctivities and opportunities 
Practitioner notes 

Spotting an error in an A
B

 pattern 

W
hen w

orking w
ith A

B patterns, children also need the 
opportunities to spot and correct errors. It is easiest to 
spot an extra item

, then a m
issing item

, then item
s 

sw
apped around. W

hen presented w
ith an AB pattern, 

children can be encouraged to describe it to m
ake sure it 

is right. Then, to detect an error, they can track the 
pattern from

 the start. To begin w
ith, children m

ay know
 

there is som
ething w

rong, but m
ight not be able to say 

w
hat the error is. They then m

ight take several attem
pts 

to correct it, before being able to repair the error in one 
m

ove. 

x 
presenting patterns w

ith deliberate errors, including 
extra, m

issing and sw
apped item

s, e.g. red cube, blue 
cube, red cube, blue cube, red cube, red cube, blue 
cube – identifying there is an extra item

 and fixing it by 
rem

oving the extra red cube, putting in an extra blue 
cube, or sw

apping the final cubes 

x 
asking the children to m

ake a pattern w
ith a deliberate 

m
istake and challenging a friend to spot it. 

 

 Identifying the unit of repeat 

The key aspect of understanding patterns is identifying 
the sm

allest part of the pattern, or the ‘unit of repeat’ You 
can draw

 children’s attention to this w
hen building 

patterns by picking up a unit at a tim
e, e.g. a blue block 

and a red block together, and describing this as a ‘red-
blue pattern’, rather than a red, blue, red, blue, red, blue 
pattern. C

hildren can also be asked to show
 the pattern 

unit w
hich repeats, e.g. show

 tw
o blocks, a red and a blue 

x 
highlight w

ithin a pattern w
hat the unit of repeat is and 

ask the children to describe it. At this point for pattern 
novices (children w

ho aren't as experienced as others), 
it w

ould be good to do this w
ith physical objects so that 

the unit of repeat can be m
oved to show

 how
 it repeats. 

Patterns that are printed, stam
ped or stuck dow

n, and 
therefore cannot be corrected, are m

ore appropriate for 
m

ore confident pattern m
akers. 
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A

ctivities and opportunities 
Practitioner notes 

C
ontinuing an A

B
C

 pattern 

O
nce children are secure w

ith alternating patterns, they 
can tackle m

ore com
plex pattern structures: 

ABC
 has m

ore item
s in the unit of repeat, but all 

different, e.g. red, blue, yellow
; red, blue, yellow

…
 

AB
B is m

ore challenging because they have tw
o 

item
s w

ithin the sam
e unit of repeat, e.g. red, blue, 

blue; red, blue, blue…
 

AB
BC

 is m
ore com

plex because it is longer, w
ith 

three item
s, but also includes item

s w
hich are the 

sam
e, e.g. red, blue, blue, yellow

; red, blue, blue, 
yellow

…
 

AA
BB

 m
ay be sim

pler as there are just tw
o item

s, 
both repeated, e.g. red, red, blue, blue; red, red, 
blue, blue…

 

C
hildren w

ho have only experienced alternating A
BC

 
patterns m

ay state that patterns such as A
BB

C
 are not 

patterns, as you cannot have tw
o of the sam

e colour next 
to each other. This highlights that children need lots of 
experience of a range of pattern types, so early 
m

isconceptions do not form
 about w

hat m
akes a pattern. 

W
hen w

orking on continuing these patterns, children 
should be encouraged to focus on the unit of repeat, e.g. 
‘I see you are m

aking a red, blue, green pattern’. E
nsure 

that children repeat the pattern at least three tim
es and 

are encouraged to describe and say how
 they w

ould 
continue. 

x 
building tow

ers or trains of different-coloured cubes 
(continuing patterns horizontally and vertically) 

x 
extending patterns using a w

ide range of identical 
objects in different colours, e.g. beads; sm

all plastic toys 
such as bears, dinosaurs and vehicles. 

Try to avoid using interlocking cubes or bead-threading, so 
children can focus on the pattern they are constructing rather 
than on their coordination skills. 
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A

ctivities and opportunities 
Practitioner notes 

C
ontinuing a pattern w

hich ends m
id-unit 

As children w
ork on patterns involving m

ore elem
ents, 

they can be challenged to continue patterns w
hich do not 

end after a w
hole unit of repeat. Provide experiences 

w
here the given pattern stops m

id-unit. 

x 
providing a range of patterns – physical and on cards – 
that children can continue 

x 
ensuring that the patterns offered have different 
structures and end after a com

plete or a partial unit. 

 

 M
ake their ow

n A
B

B
, A

B
B

C
 patterns 

As w
ith the first stages of m

aking an AB
 pattern, the sam

e 
range of experiences needs to be provided w

hen the unit 
of repeat extends. A range of objects can be provided for 
children to decide w

hat the features of the pattern are 
going to be. P

atterns m
ay include varied item

s and 
m

odes, such as sounds and actions. E
nsure that children 

have opportunities to: 

x 
repeat the unit at least three tim

es (big bear, 
sm

all bear, m
edium

 bear; big bear, sm
all bear, 

m
edium

 bear; big bear, sm
all bear, m

edium
 

bear). This is to ensure the pattern can be 
sustained over a longer duration 

x 
m

ake a specified pattern, e.g. ‘C
an you do a 

green, yellow
, blue pattern?’ This is to ensure the 

child can apply their pattern understanding 

x 
choose their ow

n rule, e.g. ‘I am
 going to m

ake a 
big, sm

all, sm
all pattern.’ This is to ensure the 

child can identify pattern features/rules/criteria 

x 
choose their ow

n actions or sounds, e.g. clap, 
stam

p, tw
irl…

 This is to support children in 
generalising pattern structures. 

 

x 
utilising a range of item

s in the environm
ent to create 

patterns such as interlocking cubes and toys, e.g. links, 
elephants, cam

els 

x 
exploring and creating patterns on peg boards, w

ith fruit 
(e.g. fruit kebabs), m

usical instrum
ents, m

ovem
ents and 

dance sequences. 
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A

ctivities and opportunities 
Practitioner notes 

Spotting an error in an A
B

B
 pattern 

W
hen w

orking w
ith A

BB patterns, children also need the 
opportunities to spot and correct errors. It is easiest to 
spot an extra item

, then a m
issing item

, then item
s 

sw
apped around. W

hen presented w
ith an AB

B pattern, 
children can be encouraged to describe it to m

ake sure it 
is right. Then, to detect an error, they can track the 
pattern from

 the start. To begin w
ith, children m

ay know
 

there is som
ething w

rong, but m
ight not be able to say 

w
hat the error is. They then m

ight take several attem
pts 

to correct it, before being able to repair the error in one 
m

ove. 

x 
presenting patterns w

ith deliberate errors 

x 
once children have fixed the pattern, encouraging them

 
to check the ‘fix’ by tracking the pattern 

x 
asking the children to m

ake a pattern w
ith a deliberate 

m
istake and challenging a friend to spot it. 

 

 Sym
bolising the unit structure 

As children becom
e m

ore experienced w
ith pattern-

continuing, -extending and -creating, encourage them
 to 

record the patterns that they m
ake. Initially this m

ight be 
straightforw

ard representations, but over tim
e these 

recordings m
ay becom

e m
ore iconic, e.g. a red dot 

representing the red dinosaur, a squiggle or the letter R
 

for red dinosaur. As this progresses, encourage the 
children to sym

bolise their patterns in a range of w
ays, 

and to use these sym
bols to continue the pattern to 

dem
onstrate their understanding of the pattern. C

hildren 
m

ay, w
ith adult direction, pick up on the coding of 

patterns as A
B, AB

B, AB
B

C
, etc. O

ne additional level of 
challenge is to create sym

bols for m
ovem

ent/sound 
patterns, as the children need to construct a sym

bol w
ith 

less concrete/visual support. 

x 
including the follow

ing phrasing in discussion and 
dialogue: ‘This is a red blue pattern; this/that; I call it an 
A (one of these) then a B (one of those).’ 

x 
constructing patterns w

ith actions and developing 
sym

bols to show
 the pattern and to provide ‘instructions’ 

for som
eone else to follow

 the pattern 

x 
inviting friends to copy the pattern from

 the sym
bols. 
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A

ctivities and opportunities 
Practitioner notes 

G
eneralising structures to another context or m

ode 

As children gain experience of sym
bolising patterns, they 

develop their experience of pattern structure. As they 
identify the unit of repeat and express it, they w

ill be able 
to use this know

ledge to create a pattern in a different 
m

edium
, w

hich follow
s the sam

e structure. 

For exam
ple, a child m

ight be w
orking w

ith a pattern like 
this: 

 
 

You m
ay ask them

 to describe the pattern, w
hat com

es 
next, w

hat the rule is for their pattern, etc. If a child can do 
this confidently, they could be asked to recreate the sam

e 
pattern rule w

ith different objects. 

‘C
an you use the nature basket to create a pattern w

ith 
the sam

e rule?’ 

The child w
ould need to recognise they need three 

different item
s, one of w

hich is duplicated. They m
ay say 

they w
ill use a tw

ig instead of the circle, a leaf instead of 
the square, a conker instead of the triangle, and create 
this instead: 

 

x 
providing a range of experiences w

here children can 
create a pattern using a coding structure 

x 
ensuring children can follow

 the patterns they have 
coded. 
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A

ctivities and opportunities 
Practitioner notes 

M
aking a pattern w

hich repeats around a circle 

As children becom
e m

ore experienced w
ith the structures 

of patterns, they can investigate w
hether patterns can 

continue indefinitely in a circle. Linking elephants, cam
els 

or m
aking a necklace can provoke discussion about this. 

You then m
ight lead discussions about w

hether the 
pattern w

orks and how
 you can tell. If it doesn't w

ork, can 
children explain w

hy, and correct it so it does? C
ircles 

allow
 children to adjust the circle size, so they can add or 

take out item
s. 

 
 

x 
m

aking circular patterns such as necklaces, circles of 
linking elephants or cam

els 

x 
using pre-given circles to create a border, such as on or 
around a paper plate 

x 
exploring w

hich patterns w
ork, w

hich don't, and w
hy 

x 
offering a unit of the pattern and asking the child if they 
can include it in their pattern 

x 
m

aking patterns around rectangular or other shaped 
fram

es. 
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A

ctivities and opportunities 
Practitioner notes 

M
aking a pattern around a border w

ith a fixed num
ber of spaces 

This is w
here the children explore creating a pattern 

around a given space. In these sorts of activities, children 
have the additional challenge of recognising if their 
pattern can ‘w

ork’ – fit into the given space. It is useful to 
include indoor and outdoor spaces, e.g. creating an 
outdoor reading area and defining it w

ith a border of 
carpet tiles. C

hildren can create a pattern on the carpet 
tiles w

ith cubes to see if their pattern w
orks, e.g. one 

coloured cube per tile. 

A pattern that w
orks: 

  A pattern that doesn't w
ork: 

   

 

W
hen exploring if a pattern w

orks or not, draw
 attention to 

the num
ber of spaces and the size of the unit of repeat. 

x 
creating borders around defined spaces in the learning 
environm

ent, i.e. a garden for the teddy bears, an 
outdoor reading area, etc. 

x 
encouraging children to predict if the pattern could ‘keep 
going’, voting on this and discussing their thoughts and 
reasons w

ith a partner. 

 

     



  10 

D
ecem

ber 2018 

 
A

ctivities and opportunities 
Practitioner notes 

Pattern-spotting around us 

As children becom
e pattern experts, look for opportunities 

to spot and study patterns in the environm
ent. These 

patterns could be in construction, fabric, w
rapping paper, 

w
allpaper, etc. Look for opportunities to identify the unit of 

repeat and explain how
 it repeats. 

C
onsider other patterns, such as grow

ing patterns, 
extending a cross shape, or spotting ‘staircase’ patterns 
of num

bers going up in ones or tw
os. C

hildren m
ay m

ake 
and spot spatial patterns, for exam

ple reflecting shapes or 
reversing an im

age. 

Stories and rhym
es present a good opportunity to explore 

a grow
ing pattern, e.g. ‘There w

as an O
ld Lady w

ho 
S

w
allow

ed a Fly’, or ‘A Squash and a Squeeze’. Explore 
representing these diagram

m
atically – to see a staircase 

pattern, for exam
ple. 

x 
exploring patterns in stories, songs and rhym

es 

x 
w

here possible, representing these diagram
m

atically to 
support pattern-spotting, and predicting w

hat w
ill happen 

next, and w
hy 

x 
inviting children to spot patterns in the hom

e 
environm

ent, or bring in exam
ples from

 hom
e 

x 
looking at fabric patterns from

 different cultural 
traditions: discussing the patterns in term

s of w
hat stays 

the sam
e and w

hat is different 

x 
designing w

rapping paper for a specific event that 
involves creating a pattern w

hich the children can 
describe. 

 

 C
om

m
on errors in this area m

ay include: 
x 

not recognising a pattern such as A
BB

A (e.g. stating that patterns cannot 
have tw

o of the sam
e colour together) 

x 
w

hen copying or extending a pattern, changing it before m
aking three 

repeats 
x 

spotting that there is an error but not being able to describe it 
x 

identifying an error but not being able to correct it 
x 

correcting an error by m
aking a ‘local correction’, w

hich just m
oves the 

problem
 along (e.g. by adding an extra item

 w
hen colours have been 

sw
apped) 

x 
describing the w

hole pattern instead of identifying the part w
hich repeats, or 

the unit of repeat. 

W
hat to look for 

C
an a child: 

x 
continue, copy and create an A

B pattern? 
x 

identify the pattern rule (unit of repeat) in an AB pattern? 
x 

continue, copy and create AB
B, AB

BC
 (etc.) patterns? 

x 
identify the pattern rule (unit of repeat) in AB

B, AB
BC

 (etc.) patterns? 
x 

spot an error and ‘correct’ a pattern? 
x 

explain w
hether a circular pattern is continuous or not? 

 


