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Den Building

Introduction

There can be no doubt of the importance of creativity for young 
children. Watching children drawing, dancing or running; listening 
to them tell stories, share ideas or build things, is part of the joy of 
seeing children grow and develop. 

We have so many opportunities to interact with our youngest 
children on a daily basis, especially as they are rather dependent 
on us grown-ups for their nourishment, love and care. Yet it’s 
amazingly hard to find those spaces in and around daily life where 
we can inspire each other, old and young, and experience 
amazing possibilities beyond our normal routines.

The skills and dispositions they learn 
through creative play in their early 
years can stay with them throughout 
their childhood and beyond. Although 
many children seem to do these things 
naturally, all children can be helped to 
nurture and develop their creativity. 

In each of our Creative EYFS teaching 
packs, we have carefully researched 
activities that really engage and excite 
your children and help you find that 
precious space to play and learn 
together in the most creative ways. 

Our mantra at Earlyarts is ‘Pedagogy is 
King!’ because we know how 
intelligent and purposeful our children 
are from birth. The activities in all our 
packs are rigorously underpinned by 

Earlyarts has an excellent track record 
in working with young children, their 
parents and teachers, and 
passionately believes in the value of 
creative learning. These wonderful 
teaching packs reflect the experience 
and knowledge that Earlyarts has built 
up and will be a valuable resource for 
all those who work and play with 
young children.

established pedagogies for creative 
teaching and learning so that every 
teacher, practitioner or parent can 
understand the ‘why’ behind the 
‘what’ when helping their children to 
flourish and grow.

We’re very proud of all the children and 
adults who are taking steps to nurture 
their own creativity, and we hope you 
all enjoy using these packs as much as 
we’ve enjoyed making them!

Baroness Estelle Morris,  

Patron of Earlyarts

Formerly Secretary of State for Education and 

Skills and Minister for the Arts (2001-05).

Ruth Churchill Dower,  

Director of Earlyarts
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Using Den Building to Nurture 
Young Children’s Learning

Picture this – a bare tarmac rectangle with a high wire mesh 
 fence around it. An adult standing in one corner, arms crossed 
waiting till the outdoor play is finished and they can all go  
back inside to the overheated, preschool room where some 
worksheets and colouring sheets about building dens are 
waiting to be completed.

Now picture the same scene with  
two very important alterations. 1. A 
really big box (I wonder what came out 
of it?) 2. An interested adult ready to 
play out for as long as it takes.

These are the two essential ingredients 
which can potentially turn a children’s 
playground in a school or setting from 
a sterile, boring yard into a dynamic, 
creative, thoughtful, companionable 
place to learn all about angles, materials, 
negotiation, boats, houses, castles, 
dog kennels, fire fighters, visitors, tea 
parties, etc. And so the possible list 
goes on and on.

When your world is totally defined and 
constructed by the adults around you, 
the chance to make a little bit of it your 
own, to have a go, to decide what 
goes where, when and with whom,  
is too much for any child to resist.

They do not need ready-made kits of 
how to do this, all set and waiting for 
them (with a large price tag to match). 
They are the kit! All they need is a few 
resources and the permission and the 
space from the adult world to get on 
with it and have a go. Just try it and 
see. Your children won’t be worried 
about it ‘going wrong’. They’ll just think 
– If it doesn’t go according to my plan, 
how do I find help, do I need help or 
can I assess where it went wrong 
myself? My friend seems to be having 
trouble over there with that bit of string 
but I am quite a string expert!  
I’ll go and give her a hand.

Opportunities for children  
to explore and apply
A wide and varied array indoors 
and out of ‘loose parts’ items, 
tubes – big and small, fat and 
thin- string, pegs material, tape, 
and most importantly space and 
the ability to fill, construct 
and deconstruct within it. 

Earlyarts

This teaching pack is brought 

to you by Earlyarts and is 

based on evidence gathered 

from the impacts of creative 

activities on early learning and 

development that have been 

tried and tested in settings 

across the country. 

Feel free to explore more  

of Earlyarts creative training 

and resources at  

www.earlyarts.co.uk, as well as 

the latest news, research and 

case studies of creative 

practice in settings around  

the world.

These teaching materials focus  

on developing the whole child, 

supporting the Characteristics of 

Effective Learning in Development 

Matters. These approaches will  

help you to bring the EYFS to life in  

a developmentally appropriate way  

for each child’s age and stage. 

The creative activities are specifically 

play-based and open-ended to 

encourage imaginative  

and meaningful interaction between 

child and practitioner. Once you  

feel confident in trying out these 

approaches, carry on experimenting 

with ideas of your own, building on 

your children’s interests and creating 

an environment in which you enjoy 

teaching and learning as much  

as they do.
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Opportunities like these are vital for 
our young children and they offer so 
many possibilities for learning, the  
list is almost too long to be contained. 
Perseverance, trial and error, negotiation, 
creative thinking, sustained and  
shared thinking, planning, evaluating, 
constructing, connecting, investigating 
and just plain old joyful expression  
are all where it is at with den building. 

We should all be trying as often as we 
can to give our children the chances to 
get engaged in the process, hands on!

Any and every space has the potential 
to be able to offer a child a space  
to call their own and create their own 
construction in it, no matter how awful 
to the adult eye the space looks at first 
glance. The most important element  
is adult attention and permission  
to make, to try, to have go and not to 
decide if it turned out right or wrong  
for the child; the child will decide for 
herself given the right opportunities.

Opportunities for children  
to explore and apply
Cameras for the children  
to record their own constructions.

We should all be trying as often as we can to give our children 
the chances to get engaged in the process, hands on!

© Graham Marsden © Graham Marsden

© Graham Marsden
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Den Building

Artist’s intention

1.  To create simple cane structures which are sufficiently stable 
to cover with a variety of materials and then have a myriad of 
adventures in.

2.  To encourage physical development, especially fine motor skills 
by holding canes together whilst manipulating masking tape, 
clothes pegs, materials, string; and increase spatial awareness 
through crawling / walking / jumping / stretching into the dens.

3.  To develop language through phonetic key words such  
as ‘stick’, ‘tape’, ‘rip’, ‘strip’ or ‘tear’, and practicing using 
descriptive language like ‘over’, ‘under’, ‘shorter’, ‘longer’.

4.  To explore mathematical problems and find solutions together 
such as the shapes, sizes and configurations of canes and 
materials required to make a solid structure, comparing different 
lengths, discussing the distances and position of canes needed  
to make den structures.

5.  To develop social and emotional intelligence through  
using teamwork to build the frames and helping each other 
decorate the dens.

6.  To enhance children’s understanding of design and 
technology skills and, in doing so, help them make their  
own risk assessments and gain the ability to handle canes, 
scissors and string safely.

7.  To provide a stimulus for imaginative play, recreating a given 
theme, story, nursery rhyme or song (pretty well all stories  
are suitable) by creating the environments and characters.

8.  To maximise the opportunities of any indoor or outdoor 
environment by evaluating the potential to utilise features  
for creating dens, and increasing the confidence of the staff  
in using a few simple techniques to enhance the quality  
of outdoor learning.

Learning objectives

Focus your learning objectives 

on the specific children you are 

working with. Choose from any 

in the mapped Early Learning 

Goal (ELG) Grid at the end,  

and cross reference with the 

appropriate Development 

Matters stage.

For example

Mathematics – shape,  

space and measure

ELG – Children use everyday 

language to talk about size, 

weight, capacity, position, 

distance, time and money  

to compare quantities and 

objects to solve problems.

40-60 months +  

Orders two or three items  

by length or height.

30-50 months 
Shows an interest in shape by 

sustained construction activity 

or by talking about shapes  

or arrangements.

22-36 months  
Beginning to use the  

language of size.

16-26 months  
Attempts to fit shapes  

into spaces.

8-20 months 

Recognises big things and small 

things in meaningful contexts.

© Graham Marsden
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Environment 

Den frames can be made  

in almost any environment, 

indoors or outdoors. They can 

be small, built in the corner of  

a room or several can be made 

individually in a hall or community 

centre. They can be joined up 

to make large structures.  

Dens can be made on tarmac, 

in a field or the park.

 Any indoor or outdoor 
environment that lends itself to 
supporting structures, such as 
trees, walls, railings, fences, 
benches, chairs, etc., can be 
brought into play. Or chairs 
can be taken outside to build 
the den in the playground or 
open space. 

Resources

A selection of 
bamboo canes 
varying in size  
from 3ft to 6ft 
(canes are still sold 

by imperial length)

Canes should be 
kept in cylindrical 
canvas bags, tied 
at one end, to 
avoid risk of injury.

The bags can be slightly longer 
than the length of the canes 
they contain and colour coded 
for different lengths.

 

Activity One – Den Construction

How to… step by step
What we need

Shapes and structures 
Invite the children to work in threes to select their cane, place them on the 
floor in a triangle and discuss the shape. Then discuss the objective, which 
is to join the ends of canes to the corners of the triangles with masking tape 
to create simple, free standing 3D pyramid and tent structures.

Using canes 
Discuss how to use canes safely, how to choose canes and identify  
the right lengths for their dens, and how to tear and bind the masking  
tape effectively.

Creating joints  
In pairs and facing each other, two of the children can pass the reel of 
masking tape between them to bind the canes together at the corners. 
The third child can help to hold a cane onto the triangle. Concepts of  
going ‘over’ and ‘under’ the joint can be reinforced, as can the rhythm  
of the actions by repeating instructions and taking turns. Ideally the tape  
is bound round the canes about six times. Only a small amount of tape is 
needed and should be squeezed to make a good joint. The adult can 
check they are secure before moving on to the next joint.

The structure 
A tent structure is made with two triangles standing parallel to each other 
(about 2 mtrs apart) and joined at the three corners by three long straight 
canes that run between the two triangles. The pyramid structure is made 
with one triangle for the base plus three canes joined at the top and 
attached to each corner of the base.  If desired the tent and pyramid 
shapes can be joined together with more canes to make larger structures.

Imagination for building and decoration  
Before considering the coverings, it can be helpful to start the process  
with a story, rhyme or singing a song. Invite the children to think about who 
might live in the dens, or what sort of houses they might be. This will help 
stimulate their imaginations and give them a strong focus for their further 
building and decorating work.

Fixing and Problem Solving 
The structures can be covered by pegging different sizes of fabric pieces, 
strips and ribbons to the canes. Larger pegs can be easier for little fingers 
to manipulate, or wooden pegs can also be decorated, adding to the 
personalisation of the structure. Children might need some help to stretch 
the larger pieces, encouraging teamwork and lots of problem solving and 
decision making about where or how to put it on, how to fix it, what to do  
if it sags in the middle, etc.

1
2
3

4

5
6

© Graham Marsden
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Transparent materials  
When a larger area is being covered, it is a good idea to use a lighter weight 
fabric such as silk or taffeta for the roof.  It also has the advantage of being 
slightly transparent, adding to the magical effect of being able to partially 
see children / characters beneath the fabric. Slinky, floaty, transparent 
materials are great for younger children as they are easier to peg up without 
falling down. They provide an immediate sense of fulfilment especially for 
children with less developed manual dexterity skills, and encourage more 
possibilities for playing inside / outside the den afterwards.

Pegging and Weaving 
Strips of fabric or ribbon can be pegged and woven across a frame.  
An advantage of the strips or ribbons is that the smaller size enables children 
to have greater individual control over the activity, and an immediate sense 
of fulfilment. If the child cannot initially manage to weave, they can use 
pegs to fix the strips. For some children this is itself a huge achievement.

Open-ended props  
Fabric pieces of all sizes, including very small pieces can be used to create 
furniture, animals, fish, role play or anything that will help to embellish the 
den and encourage imaginative play. The purpose is not to create a 
realistic look-a-like but to encourage the child’s imagination to soar using 
open-ended ‘props’.   If the child believes a small square of plastic is a jam 
sandwich, or a big, old, red curtain is a pond, then the adult supporting 
that belief will extend the learning considerably.

Adding doors  
Adding opening doors is easy by using cable ties to make quick and 
effective hinges. Tying ribbons across the opening side that rests on 
the floor will prevent the structure from opening too wide.

Continuous Play 
Most structures can be folded up at the end of the day, easily stored 
and brought out again to continue children’s role play and imaginary 
stories, giving chance to take their thinking to deeper levels. Tents can 
be set up indoors or outdoors with a box of pegs and another of fabric 
ribbons so that children can easily access and set up this resource 
for themselves, giving them greater control of their environment, 
and increasing their confidence and manipulative skills.

Starter activity 
As they are so quick and easy to get out and set up, they can be 
used every day as a ‘starter’ activity, or set out with soft materials 
such as cushions, as a den for babies to play in. In fact, one setting 
can have several in use at any one time!

Activity One – Den Construction

How to… step by step

7

8
9

10
11

12

Resources

It’s useful to have 
some pre-made 3ft 
and 4ft triangles

Masking tape 
 

Boxes of assorted 
fabric (colour, size 
and weight)

Boxes of  
clothes pegs 

Boxes of fabric  
and plastic ribbons 

Paints and brushes 
 

One or more pieces 
of fabric at least 3 
mtr x 2 mtr

0.5 mtr roll of plastic 
square mesh with 
5cm holes

Wax-free hemp 
sash line 

Cable ties  
and string 

Springed clamps 
(various sizes  
but large enough  
to fix over a 
wooden fence)

© Graham Marsden
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Activity Two – Den Extensions, Walls, Rooves and Tunnels

How to… step by step

Using cable ties, ribbon or string, tie a horizontal roll of plastic mesh  
to a fence at child’s hand/eye level. 
 

Show the children how to weave, drape or peg ribbons through  
the mesh, then invite them to practice themselves.

 
 
Set the children challenges to make shapes and patterns, e.g. squares, 
triangles, long and short lines, diamonds and circles (slightly harder!).  
Or ask them to spell out a key word of the day allotting each child or pair 
a letter. These may have a purpose within a larger den, such as a wall 
with windows or could simply be decoration.

Discuss with the children where in the play area they would like to make 
a roof between features such as a fence and play equipment. Test out 
and identify suitable areas by measuring distances, identifying problems, 
deciding on solutions. Perhaps some movable equipment, such as a 
bench or picnic table, needs to be moved nearer to a fence or a tree  
to make a manageable span. Discuss how this could be done.

Invite the children to consider whether a roof could be made over parts 
of their play equipment such as the connecting walkways on slides,  
or over the top of a climbing frame.

 
Ensure you have some large pieces of fabric or plastic tarpaulins in the 
materials box (min. 4 mtrs x 2 mtrs), that will span the selected areas. 
Invite the children in groups to select and stretch out their chosen 
material, with several of them holding the sides and corners. This might 
involve spreading it across the floor and measuring it, or the children 
holding it up to its eventual position to test out the size. Lots of problem 
solving opportunities here.

Invite the children to consider how to fix the roof in position. The fabric 
could be clamped at both ends to the fixed points (fence, equipment)  
by the adults using large spring clamps or, with the fabric laid flat on the 
ground, the children could peg one end to a long cane that is then 
clamped into position by the adult, and repeat at the other end.

1

1

2

2

3

3

4

Extension  
and development

1   There will always be some 

children who particularly like 

using the masking tape to 

tape up anything to hand!   

Let them – within reason.  

Taping around trees or chairs 

is fun and can be done with 

the ends of rolls so that it  

is limited.

2   Building fantasy shapes onto 

the basic cane structures  

is good for exploring shapes 

and ‘engineering’. Check  

that there are no projecting 

cane ends which could be  

a safety hazard.

3   Children (and most adults) 

love to be inside a den.  

They will often go inside the 

frame before it is covered  

at all.  Whilst the making is  

in itself a very enjoyable and 

stimulating activity for the 

child, it is even better when 

children are encouraged  

to play in the den as the 

structure emerges.

4   The two components are 

equally important to the child’s 

pleasure and development  

and can leapfrog each other.  

Sometimes children will 

enthusiastically make a 

wonderful den but have 

difficulty in using it to enter  

a make believe world, both 

literally and metaphorically. 

5   Larger dens can be a circus 

ring in which the children can 

perform their show.

Fence Ribbon Mural

Making Large Roofs

© Graham Marsden
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Activity Two – Den Extensions, Walls, Rooves and Tunnels

How to… step by step

Identify, say, four trees and/ or upright poles close enough to tie a rope 
between them at child working height  to create an enclosed space.  
If the span is too large then use a triangular pyramid structure as a 
central support. Wrap the rope all the way around the tree/pole before 
running it to the next tree/pole, in order to fix the tautness. 

Discuss the importance of moving carefully in that space to avoid running 
in to the rope. Then invite the children to peg ribbons and material strips 
onto the rope. It is better to rig up one length of the rope at a time, and 
then decorate to keep children focussed and reduce the chances of 
accidents happening.

Invite the children to choose a lightweight roof fabric (as above) and 
enclose the space by pegging it to the rope. 
 

On grass, cane structures can be secured by making three guy ropes, 
each looped at both ends, one loop is placed over the top of the pyramid, 
the other is held tight with the loop through a tent peg.

Children can use a rubber or plastic mallet to safely hammer tent pegs 
into ground. Show them how to stand with legs astride tent peg with their 
back to the pyramid, and how to hold the hammer to get a direct tap.

Tie two parallel ropes between two 
pieces of equipment or furniture at child 
working height, or lower if you want to 
focus on crawling skills! 
 
Tape 3ft or 4ft canes horizontally 
between the ropes at 2ft intervals, like 
the rungs of a ladder. Make sure the 
ends of the canes do not stick out more 
than 2cms.

Drape pieces of cloth over to touch the 
ground and peg to ropes.

1
2
3
4
5

Utilising trees and other upright structures

Creating a tunnel

1
2
3

Opportunities for children 
to explore and apply
Open ended fabric to wear  
to create personas for the 
finished constructions.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Extension  
and development

6   A tent shape den can be 

covered with white sheeting 

or calico. Pegged tightly this 

makes an exciting large 

surface for the children to 

paint on.  When dry it can  

be made into a wall hanging.

7   Outdoor sun shelters are 

easy and fun to make. On a 

wall opposite some fixed play 

equipment or other feature, 

fix two cup hooks into a wall 

using rawl plugs say 150 cm 

apart and 170 cm above the 

ground. Invite children to peg 

one end of cloth to a 6ft cane 

and fix this over the cup hooks. 

The other end can be clamped 

to the play equipment or 

feature opposite the wall. 

Alternatively, pre-cut and 

looped ropes can be fixed 

between the hooks and 

equipment, and a piece of 

fabric pegged to them to  

make the roof.

© Graham Marsden
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Activity Two – Den Extensions, Walls, Rooves and Tunnels

How to… step by step

Additional Online 
Resources to support 
this activity

Construction with loose parts: 

www.pinterest.com/

mamabare42/kids-loose-parts-

play/ 

by Jennifer Kable, blogger  

at Let the Children Play:  

www.letthechildrenplay.net

The theory of “loose parts” play 

was first proposed by architect 

Simon Nicholson in the 1970’s. 

Loose parts are materials that 

can be moved, carried, 

combined, redesigned, lined up, 

and taken apart and put back 

together in multiple ways. They 

are materials with no specific set 

of directions that can be used 

alone or combined with other 

materials. Read more at http://

ojs.lboro.ac.uk/ojs/index.php/

SDEC/article/view/1204/1171

Den Building and Hiding by 

Education Scotland – video:  

www.educationscotland.gov.

uk/video/g/videotcm4810703.

asp

Tips on Den Building using 

outdoor materials by the 

Woodland Trust:  

www.naturedetectives.org.uk/

download/den_building_tips.

htm

Ideas for a whole variety of dens 

by Rachel: www.pinterest.com/

hilarywhite3/den-inspiration/ 

Further reading and practical 

toolkits available at http://

earlyarts.co.uk/free-resources/

construction-and-modelling 

Start by identifying the purpose of the den, inviting children to think 
about its story or theme or characters.

Arrange chairs in a shape to suit chosen theme (e.g. boat, bus, cave  
or castle). 
 

Invite the children to tape 5ft canes to one of each of the chair’s legs so 
the chair leg provides a splint for the cane to stand upright – be careful 
of the cane ends poking little faces as the children stand up again. 

Tape either rope or canes horizontally to these upright canes at child 
working height.

Peg on fabric, ribbons, strips, a lightweight roof, and so forth.

Identify the most suitable climbing blocks, wall bars, benches, fences, 
climbing frame or other large items. 

Lay out large fabric pieces on floor and invite the children to decorate 
them by using small pieces of masking tape to stick on small pieces of 
cloth or ribbon. 

Ask the children to peg one end of the large cloth to a garden cane, then 
clamp this end to the wall bars, climbing frame, or whatever the indoor 
equipment is. Drape and fix other end over suitable play equipment. 

Help the children to develop their role play by reading stories inside  
the den, or making up your own!

1
2
3
4
5

Using indoor chairs in an open, outdoor space (useful for settings with no outdoor structures)

Utilising indoor play equipment

1
2
3
4

Opportunities for children 
to explore and apply
Hats and accessories to 
signify a variety of roles.

10 Earlyarts UK Den Building
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Den Building

Useful Hints and Tips
Supporting all children

Gifted and Talented 

G&T – Children will be extended 

in activities (adult led or child led) 

through detailed open ended 

questioning and reflection of 

activities during and after the 

adult input. Dens can be of any 

and all shapes and sizes, and 

intricate to the enth degree so 

the challenge, if structured 

effectively for that child, can  

be extensive. Children rarely are 

gifted and talented in everything 

and more often have a real talent 

and gift in one area. Offering new 

ways for them to try out their 

talents and broaden their skills  

in different directions will keep a 

child inquisitive about the world 

and what they can do in it.

English as an  
Additional Language 

EAL – This activity is a way to 

share language very effectively 

because the talk is around that 

physical action of doing and 

making, so the ability to model 

action whilst also modelling 

language occurs easily.

Special Educational 
Needs and Disability 

SEND – Support with an 

individual adult to encourage 

inclusion in the wide variety  

of elements within the activity. 

Quiet spaces can be created for 

reflection, and by using a range 

of ‘other’ learning activities, new 

skills can be utilised. As den 

building can be scaled up and 

down, access to this activity can 

similarly be tailored to children’s 

needs and ways of working.

The adult can encourage the children  
to invest a sense of purpose in the den. 
Whether it is a ship, a castle, a lake or 
the child’s own special room, it is as 
much the child’s own imagination and 
belief in this fact as the decoration on 
the den that will give the space a reality 
for the child. The physical structure 
reinforces the imagination and gives  
it reality. The adult helps the child to  
take these conceptual steps by asking 
the right sort of questions and sharing 
in the belief.

For outside work the plastic sheeting 
can be used to make a waterproof 
cover or as part of an experiment  
to determine the different levels of 
porosity of different materials. Three 
simple shapes are each covered in 
paper, fabric and plastic. A child stands 
inside each den and the other children 
use watering cans to pour water over 
the den and observe the results. 

Masking tape can be bought cheaply 
(£1.00 per role from educational 
suppliers or hardware shops) but make 
sure it is sticky enough to do the job.  
Some of it is rubbish!

The adult’s role is crucial in facilitating this development.   
Using stories as stepping stones is often a very useful aid.   

Opportunities for children 
to explore and apply
Clip boards for drawing  
out designs and  
planning structures. 

© Graham Marsden
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Den Building

Improving the Quality  
of our Practice

Evaluating and reflecting on your practice are essential elements 
of  all your creative journeys with the children in your care. 

Every child has a right to the highest quality of care and 
education we can possibly provide. They also have the 
right to express themselves and engage in arts and 
cultural activities – you can read more about this in 
articles 12, 13, 28 and 31 of the UN Convention on  
the rights of a child.

The Ofsted survey on Creative Learning, published  
in January 2010, placed creativity at the heart of the 
education process. Teachers were seen to promote 
creative learning most purposefully and effectively 
when encouraging pupils to question and challenge, 
make connections and see relationships, speculate, 
keep options open while pursuing a line of enquiry,  
and reflect critically on ideas, actions and results.

All areas of learning and development are of equal 
importance within the EYFS. However, the three  
prime areas are ‘crucial for igniting children’s curiosity 
and enthusiasm for learning, and for building their 
capacity to learn and form relationships and thrive’

Statutory Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage; Setting the standards 
for learning development and care for children from birth to five; 1.4

These materials are designed to help you plan 
developmentally appropriate learning for each child’s 
age and stage. Capturing your evaluation of the 
activities and feeding them in to your setting’s Self 
Evaluation Framework or School Development Plan  
will help you to identify where the creative input into 
your children’s learning is working best, and where  
it can be improved. 

This will also help you prepare for Ofsted by answering 
the crucial question in the revised Ofsted Framework; 
‘What difference is this provider making to the learning, 
development and progress of children in their care?’ 

Read our case study from the child’s perspective at 
the end, then record and reflect on how your children 
approached the activity, how the adults approached 
the activity, what worked, why it worked and what 
needs improving.

Q   Where would the children like to take this activity next? 

Q   What other activities have captured their imaginations 
and could link in with this? 

Q   Has a child pursued a particular line of interest, or 
acquired particular skills, through this activity and 
how can we nurture this creatively?

Q   How did this activity help our children demonstrate  
the characteristics of effective learning, i.e. playing and 
exploring; active learning; creating and thinking critically?

Q   How best can we capture and document their 
independent learning as it is happening?

Q   Are we creating an enabling environment for children 
to initiate activities around their own interests and 
demonstrate their progress?

Q   Are we using different materials and resources  
to the best possible extent?

Q   What do we need to do to plan for the next activity? 
Remember children love to return to activities, 
interpret and interact with them differently on 
 each occasion.

Educational philosopher, Robert Maynard Hutchins 
puts it simply and beautifully; ‘The object of education is 
to prepare the young to educate themselves throughout 
their lives’. There really is no argument to that.
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Development Matters ELG grid

Den Building
Prime areas Aspects Early Learning Goals

Personal Social  
and Emotional  
Development

Making  
relationships 

Self-confidence  
and self-
awareness

Managing feelings  
and behaviour

1   Children play co-operatively, taking turns with others. 
2   They take account of one another’s ideas about how to organise 

their activity. 
3   They show sensitivity to others’ needs and feelings, and form positive 

relationships with adults and other children.

1   Children are confident to try new activities, and say why they like 
some activities more than others. 

2   They are confident to speak in a familiar group, will talk about their ideas, 
and will choose the resources they need for their chosen activities. 

3   They say when they do or don’t need help.

1   Children talk about how they and others show feelings, talk about 
their own and others’ behaviour, and its consequences, and know 
that some behaviour is unacceptable. 

2   They work as part of a group or class, and understand and follow  
the rules. 

3   They adjust their behaviour to different situations, and take changes 
of routine in their stride.

Communication  
and Language  
Development

Listening and  
attention 

Understanding

Speaking

1   Children listen attentively in a range of situations. 
2   They listen to stories, accurately anticipating key events and respond 

to what they hear with relevant comments, questions or actions. 
3   They give their attention to what others say and respond appropriately, 

while engaged in another activity.

1   Children follow instructions involving several ideas or actions.
2   They answer ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions about their experiences  

and in response to stories or events.

1   Children express themselves effectively, showing awareness  
of listeners’ needs. 

2   They use past, present and future forms accurately when talking 
about events that have happened or are to happen in the future. 

3   They develop their own narratives and explanations by connecting 
ideas or events.

Physical  
Development

Moving and  
Handling 

Health and  
self-care

1   Children show good control and co-ordination in large  
and small movements. 

2   They move confidently in a range of ways, safely negotiating space. 
3   They handle equipment and tools effectively, including pencils  

for writing.

1   Children know the importance for good health of physical exercise, 
and a healthy diet, and talk about ways to keep healthy and safe. 

2   They manage their own basic hygiene and personal needs 
successfully, including dressing and going to the toilet independently.
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Specific areas Aspects Early Learning Goals

Literacy Reading

Writing

1   Children read and understand simple sentences. 
2   They use phonic knowledge to decode regular words and read 

them aloud accurately. 
3   They also read some common irregular words. 
4   They demonstrate understanding when talking with others 

about what they have read.

1   Children use their phonic knowledge to write words in ways 
which match their spoken sounds. 

2   They also write some irregular common words. 
3   They write simple sentences which can be read by themselves  

and others. 
4   Some words are spelt correctly and others are phonetically 

plausible.

Mathematics Numbers

Shape space  
and measure

1   Children count reliably with numbers from one to 20.
2   Place numbers in order.
3   Say which number is one more or one less than a given number. 
4   Using quantities and objects, they add two single-digit numbers 

and count on to find the answer. 
5   Using quantities and objects, they subtract two single-digit 

numbers and back to find the answer.
6   They solve problems, including doubling, halving and sharing.

1   Children use everyday language to talk about size  
to compare quantities and objects and to solve problems. 

2   Children use everyday language to talk about weight  
to compare quantities and objects and to solve problems. 

3   Children use everyday language to talk about capacity  
to compare quantities and objects and to solve problems. 

4   Children use everyday language to talk about position  
to compare quantities and objects and to solve problems. 

5   Children use everyday language to talk about distance  
to compare quantities and objects and to solve problems. 

6   Children use everyday language to talk about time  
to compare quantities and objects and to solve problems. 

7   Children use everyday language to talk about money  
to compare quantities and objects and to solve problems. 

8   They recognise, create and describe patterns. 
9   They explore characteristics of everyday objects and  

shapes and use mathematical language to describe them.

Development Matters ELG grid

Den Building
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Specific areas Aspects Early Learning Goals

Understanding  
the world

People and communities

The world

Technology

1   Children talk about past and present events in their own 
lives and in the lives of family members. 

2   They know that other children don’t always enjoy the 
same things, and are sensitive to this. 

3   They know about similarities and differences between 
themselves and others, and among families, communities 
and traditions.

1   Children know about similarities and differences in 
relation 
to places, objects, materials and living things. 

2   They talk about the features of their own immediate 
environment and how environments might vary from one 
another. 

3   They make observations of animals and plants and 
explain why some things occur, and talk about changes.

1   Children recognise that a range of technology is used  
in places such as homes and schools. 

2   They select and use technology for particular purposes.

Expressive Arts  
and Design

Exploring and  
using media

Being Imaginative

1   Children sing songs, make music and dance, and experiment 
with ways of changing them. 

2   They safely use and explore a variety of materials, tools 
and techniques, experimenting with colour, design, 
texture, form and function.

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

2   They represent their own ideas, thoughts and feelings 
through, art, music, dance, role play and stories.

Development Matters ELG grid

Den Building
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Join the network at 

www.earlyarts.co.uk 

 www.twitter.com/earlyartsuk

 www.facebook.com/EarlyartsUK

www.linkedin.com/company/

earlyarts-uk 

As we believe in ensuring a high level of 
pedagogical rigour behind our creative 
materials, Earlyarts commissioned early 
years teacher, Emily Jones and artist, 
Graham Marsden, to add some sparkle 
to the ideas within this teaching pack

Emily has worked for many years within 
a wide variety of EYFS and Primary 
education fields, most recently as part of 
an Early Years Consultancy Team as a 
Children’s Centre teacher, working with  
schools, settings and child minders in 
Yorkshire, as well as an Associate 
Consultant for Earlyarts UK. Undeterred 
by the weather, in 2006 Emily realised a 
lifelong mission to establish a Forest 
School organisation, called the 
Tinderwood Trust, which brings her 
amazing pedagogical insights together 
with an insatiable desire to carry on 
playing and learning in the woods. 
Working with children, schools, families, 
parents, volunteers and nationwide 
agencies, Tinderwood lights the spark of 
creative outdoor learning and brings 
learning to life allowing young children 
and all those lucky enough to be able to 
work alongside them, to be the best that 
they can be. Take a closer look at Emily’s 
work at http://tinderwoodtrust.org.uk.

Den Building

Meet the Artist and  
Teacher behind the Ideas

Graham first worked as a theatre 
designer before moving into community 
arts. The main focus of his education 
based work is to create dens that 
encourage imaginative play and 
communication skills. He has worked 
extensively in early years settings in the 
North West and regularly contributes to 
conferences and training seminars 
across the UK. In 2007 he was chosen 
to take part in a creative exchange with 
early childhood educators and artists in 
the USA, managed by Earlyarts.  
Graham has delivered family based den 
making projects in major venues 
including Manchester City Art Gallery 
and Tate Liverpool.  In the latter he ran a 
two week Easter project that attracted 
6,000 participants of all ages who 
created giant sculptures and dens from 
recycled materials. Graham views his 
career as a ‘den maker’ as an excellent 
progression of his initial training and 
professional work in theatres in Lincoln, 
Liverpool and Stoke on Trent, and a 
fantastic opportunity to carry on 
playing. You can contact Graham at: 
graham.marsden@ymail.com

Teaching pack

This teaching pack was created 

and edited by Earlyarts and 

designed by Rubbaglove. 

As a social enterprise, Earlyarts 

is committed to reinvesting in 

high quality creative practices in 

hundreds of early years settings 

across the country. Please help 

us achieve this by promoting 

Earlyarts work, and by not 

copying or distributing this 

pack without our permission. 

Emily Jones, early years teacher and 

trainer with the Tinderwood Trust

Graham Marsden, artist

Earlyarts is the award winning, national network for creative, early  
childhood educators. Our high quality, creative teaching materials follow  
a trusted pedagogical approach to support every child’s development.  
We believe that children are competent, intelligent and purposeful from 
birth. Bringing creativity to life helps each child to fulfil their potential right 
across all areas of learning. Join our national network of passionate 
practitioners to help give every child the best possible start in life!
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Enjoyed this Creative EYFS pack?

There’s a lot more to discover. Take a look at http://
earlyarts.co.uk/store/creative-teaching-makes-sense/ 
to see what’s in each wonderful pack. Purchase and 
download your pack and start using them today!

Using Body Doodles
to nurture young children’s learning  

Earlyarts UK

Using Clay Worlds
to nurture young children’s learning  

Earlyarts UK

Using Photography  
of the Environment 
to nurture young children’s learning  

Earlyarts UKEarlyarts UK

Using Mark Making 
with Charcoal 
to nurture young children’s learning  

Using Stretchy Bodies
to nurture young children’s learning  

Earlyarts UK Earlyarts UK

Using Carving 
and Floating 
to nurture young children’s learning  

Suitable for ages:  
3 to 6 year olds

Focus on:

   PSED – Self-confidence and Self-awareness

  Communication and Language –  
 Listening and Attention

  Physical Development – Moving and Handling

  Expressive Arts and Design – Being Imaginative

Earlyarts UK

Using Towers  
and Bunting  
to nurture young children’s learning  

Suitable for ages:  
2 to 5 year olds

Focus on:

   PSED - Self-confidence and Self-awareness

  Communication and Language – Speaking

  Physical Development – Moving and Handling

  Mathematics – Shape, Space and Measure

Earlyarts UK

Using Story Building 
to nurture young children’s learning  

Earlyarts UK

Using Baby Dance 
and Mirrors 
to nurture young children’s learning  

Focus on:

   PSED – Managing Feelings and Behaviour

  Physical Development – Moving and Handling

  Understanding the World – People  
 and Communities

  Expressive Arts and Design – Being Imaginative

Suitable for ages:  
Babies and toddlers 
from four to 18 
months old

Earlyarts UK

Using Butterfly  
Printing and Wellies  
to nurture young children’s learning  

Suitable for ages:  
Toddlers – 6 years old

Focus on:

   PSED - Self-confidence and Self-awareness

  Communication and Language – Understanding

  Mathematics - Numbers

  Understanding the World – The World

Earlyarts UK

Using Tissue Play 
and Puppetry  
to nurture young children’s learning  

Suitable for ages:  
3 to 6 year olds

Focus on:

   PSED – Managing Feelings and Behaviour

  Communication and Language – Speaking

  Physical Development – Moving and Handling

  Expressive Arts and Design – Exploring and  
 Using Media

•   Mark Making  
with Charcoal

•   Movement through 
 Stretchy Bodies

•   Story Building

•   Photography  
of the Environment

•   Clay Worlds

•   Movement through  
Body Doodles

•   Butterfly Printing  
and Wellies

•   Carving and Floating 

•   Towers and Bunting

•   Tissue play  
and puppetry

•   Baby Dance  
and Mirrors




