
Progression in physics 
 

 Characteristics What pupils should be able to do 

Year 1 
 

Concrete thinking 
Simple observations 
Early scientific vocabulary 

 There are no physics units in Year 1 
Old NC level 1: Pupils communicate observations of changes in light, sound or movement that result from actions [for example, switching on a simple electrical 
circuit, pushing and pulling objects]. They recognise that sound and light come from a variety of sources and name some of these. 

Year 2 
 

Concrete thinking 
Simple observation and 
recording 
Basic comparisons between 
similar and contrasting things 

There are no physics units in Year 2 
Old NC level 2: Pupils know about a range of physical phenomena and recognise and describe similarities and differences associated with them. They compare 
the way in which devices [for example, bulbs] work in different electrical circuits. They compare the brightness or colour of lights, and the loudness or pitch of 
sounds. They compare the movement of different objects in terms of speed or direction. 

Year 3 
 

Concrete thinking 
Begin to link cause and effect in 
simple explanations 
Sorting into groups 

 Describe how things move on different surfaces, communicating the changes that result from actions taken 

 Know that some forces need contact between two objects, but some forces, including magnetic forces, can act at a distance  

 Know that magnets attract some materials and not others and identify some magnetic and some non-magnetic materials  

 Describe how magnets attract or repel each other.  Know that magnets have two poles and predict whether two magnets will attract or repel each 
other, depending on which poles are facing.  

Year 4  
 

Concrete thinking 
Link cause and effect in simple 
explanations  
Simple generalisations about 
physical phenomena 
 

 Recognise that sound and light come from a variety of sources and name some of these, associating the production of sound with something 
vibrating  

 Recognise that vibrations from sounds travel through a medium to the ear  

 Describe patterns between the pitch of a sound and features of the object that produced it  

 Describe patterns between the volume of sound and the strength of the vibrations that produced it  

 Know that sounds get fainter as the distance from the sound source increases.  

 Name some common appliances that run on electricity  

 Know that an electric current flows through some materials but not others and name some common conductors and insulators.  Know that metals 
are good conductors. 

 Design and construct simple series electrical circuits, identifying and naming the basic components, including cells, wires, bulbs, switches and buzzers  

 Use knowledge of circuits to predict whether or not a lamp will light in a simple series circuit. 

 Explain how a switch works in a simple series circuit  

Year 5 
 

Concrete thinking 
Using correct scientific words 
Identifying and describing 
patterns 
Making a simple prediction 

 Know that the Sun, Earth and Moon as approximately spherical bodies  

 Describe the movement of the Earth, and other planets, relative to the Sun in the solar system and the movement of the Moon relative to the Earth  

 Explain how day and night and the apparent movement of the sun across the sky are caused by the Earth’s rotat ion.  

 Know that unsupported objects fall towards the Earth because of the force of gravity acting between the Earth and the falling object  

 Describe the effects of air resistance, water resistance and friction, that act between moving surfaces  

 Know that some mechanisms, including levers, pulleys and gears, allow a smaller force to have a greater effect.  

Year 6 
 

Applying concrete ideas to less 
familiar situations 
Beginning to use abstract ideas 
and simple models 
Using scientific ideas to explain 
how things happens 
Describe and explain physical 
phenomena 

 Know that light appears to travel in straight lines  and use this idea to explain that objects are seen because they give out or reflect light into the eye 

 Know that we see things because light travels from light sources to our eyes or from light sources to objects and then to our eyes 

 Explain why shadows have the same shape as the objects that cast them. 

 Describe how the brightness of a lamp or the volume of a buzzer changes with the number and voltage of cells used in the circuit 

 Compare and give reasons for variations in how components function, including the brightness of bulbs, the loudness of buzzers, the on/off position 
of switches. 

 Draw diagrams of simple circuits using recognised symbols. 



Y6 above 
age-

related  
 

 Use ideas to explain how to make a range of changes, for example, altering the current in a circuit, altering the direction of a light ray. 

 Use some abstract ideas in descriptions of familiar phenomena, for example, objects are seen when light from them enters the eye.  

 


