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Please note that the reference to the Early Years chapter for the BSRLM book in this session is at an early stage 
of analysis and writing. Please refer to the book once published for the final version.



What have we been doing?
Examination of the 40-year archive of BSRLM Proceedings 
from 1985 – 2025:

• To what extent are the Early Years* represented in the 
BSRLM Proceedings?

• Are there discernible patterns in the coverage of the 
Early Years?

• What are the themes and priorities of the work 
presented?

• Where are the silences and gaps? What might we do to 
address these?

Situation of findings from the Proceedings in the wider 
contexts of BSRLM and the Early Years field

*Settings / age-groups analogous to the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) in England



How strong is the Early Years corpus?

Of the last 300 
presentations…

• Other than EY: 280 (93%)
• EY: 20 (7%)

Proportion of 
above 

presentations 
published as 
Proceedings

• Other than EY: 96 of the 280 presentations 
published (34%)

• EY: 3 of the 20 presentations published (15%)

Proceedings 
corpus 1985 - 

2025

• Other than EY: ~1415 papers
• EY: 19 papers



Who’s publishing?

35 Early 
Years 

Proceedings 
Authors

26 (74%) 
established 
academics

5 (14%) 
doctoral 
students

3 (9%) 
policy / 
training 

providers

1 (3%) 
practitioner



International representation?

16 papers reporting research 
conducted in England, of which:
• 1 was in the East Midlands
• 1 was in the West Midlands
• 14 were in the South or East 

of England

1 collaboration between 
Slovenia and England

1 collaboration between 
Australia and England

1 study 
conducted 
entirely in 
China



Under 1: 0 
studies

1-year-
olds: 1 
study

2-year-
olds: 2 
studies

3-year-
olds: 5 
studies

4-year-
olds: 11 
studies

5-year-
olds: 10 
studies

Research participants



Counting and Number (11) Pedagogy and Play (9)

Spatial Reasoning (5)

CPD (3)
Mark-Making, Symbols 

and Graphics (3)



Early years maths research 1985-2025
Piaget: Young children are ego-centric, do not understand abstract numbers

Hughes:  They can solve mental arithmetic problems and invent symbols. 
They don't need to sort, match and order.
They try to make sense and learn in social contexts  (Vygotsky)

Developmental psychology:
Very young children's  understanding of number e.g. subitising
 Predictive aspects: cardinal counting and ordinality (Eg. Cahoon et al.)

Piaget – OUT!
Vygotsky – IN!



Recent predictors

Spatial reasoning 
Improving spatial experiences prior to school entry is likely to 

increase children’s readiness for school. 
Optimizing spatial performance may be an underutilized route 

to improving mathematics achievement (Verdine et al, 2017: 93,102) 

Patterning
We found that early patterning ..knowledge was a unique 
predictor of later mathematics achievement, over and above 
other mathematics and non-math 
skills.  (Rittle Johnson et al. 2016)



Early maths education in England
2000 Foundation Stage 3-5
Mathematical development: 
• Numbers as labels and for counting, Calculating & Shape, Space and Measures
• Early Learning Goals:  Level 8 - Using mathematical ideas to solve problems
• National Numeracy Strategy: daily mathematics lesson
2008: the first maths curriculum from birth to 5 in the world
• Problem solving, reasoning and numeracy: Numbers; Shape, Space & Measures
2012: 
• increased ELGs, not based on research eg. counting  back to subtract 
2021: 
• automatic recall of number bonds, ELG Number patterns replaces SS & M 
• spatial reasoning in statutory educational programme (2025 in Ofsted inspections)
• No problem solving



Observatory for Mathematical Education
 Review of Mathematical Education 2025 
 
Reception classes:
 
• maths schemes: 48% White Rose, 28% Mastering Number 
• whole class teaching 24 mins 
• number dominates time

boys dominate blockplay



Rest of UK

• Play- based experiential curricula (Wales to7)
• Shape: naming shapes, not spatial reasoning

• Northern Ireland: includes sorting, matching and 
ordering

• Wales: concerns about disadvantaged children

• Scotland: rewriting - more detailed curriculum



Rest of the world 

• Play based general curricula
• English speaking countries more subject 

based?

Tensions:
• children's right to play
• pre-school maths predicting school 

achievement and life chances
• concerns about formal maths teaching



Over to you: 
questions for us to 
ponder together

• Why so few papers focusing on early years in the 
proceedings?

• Who are we not hearing from?
o Practitioners/doctoral researchers?
o Other UK nations/ international context?
o PVI nurseries

• Ages we're not hearing about – dominance of 
reception age

• Areas of maths – dominance of symbolic school-
based number, rather than play-based learning, 
the home, family...

• Weak integration with mathematics education 
journals and implications for 
visibility, recognition and theoretical 
development.

• Professional development, no initial teacher 
education focus on EYs
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