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Let us begin by considering what a professional actually is.  Working as a professional 

can cause opposing ideas with the general opinion of a professional referring to 

someone who is skilled and knowledgeable and who has a formal qualification. Gasper 

(2015, pp. 254-268) and Stacey (2009) agree that it can be challenging. However, they 

also agree that in the early years it is essential that experience and individual qualities 

must also be considered.  

Working with children often includes many different roles and responsibilities which 

makes it quite difficult to determine what a childcare professional is. The care aspect of 

looking after young children is often what can be seen to be misleading to the idea of 

professionalism. However, care is at the core of early years provision as without it 

practitioners would not be able to provide safe, compassionate, joyful and encouraging 

environments (Education Wales, 2022). 

Early Education (2011) quite succinctly state “Early childhood professional: A person 

who works professionally with or on behalf of children and families in early childhood 

environments.” 

The early years workforce often attracts a wide variety of people from numerous 

backgrounds with a range of different qualifications. Having a diverse workforce offers 

opportunities for new ways of working and the consideration of other people's points of 

views, cultures and experiences. It encourages collaboration and extending knowledge 

and understanding (Gasper, 2015 and Siencyn, 2015, pp. 205-216). Furthermore, 

practitioners must have a genuine liking and interest in children and their development 

and be flexible in their approach continually asking themselves what they can see, hear 

or feel (Powell, 2010). 

It is fundamental for practitioners to understand their own strengths and weaknesses all 

the while being open to developing personal knowledge and skills as well as that of the 

team as a whole. Using reflective practice will foster a whole team approach which 

underpins professional practice in the early years. However, practitioners and 

workplaces must recognise that this can only happen when there is an open dialogue in 

a supportive and safe environment without traditional hierarchy (Gasper, 2015, pp. 254-

268 and and Siencyn, 2015, pp. 205-216). 
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However, one should not forget that with current challenges facing the childcare 

workforce and with greater demands on practitioners, time frames and funding some 

have lost confidence in their abilities and what they can offer.  Practitioners can have 

differing ideas about the way they work, new practitioners coming into the workforce 

may have a different view to those that have worked there for years. Constructive 

methods such as reflective practice will help and support differences of opinions and will 

encourage practitioners to move forward together.  Resolving differing views and 

opinions can often help practitioners to develop emotional intelligence and create 

emotionally safe environments for not only themselves but also the children (Education 

Wales, 2022, Stacey, 2009 and Early Education, 2011). 

The Rights of the Child (Children in Wales, 2021) recognise that an essential part of a 

practitioner's role is to develop a mutually positive and respectful relationship with the 

child and their family and caregivers. Creating links to the child’s family, home and 

culture offer more positive relationships between the child the practitioners and their 

families (Gasper 2015, pp. 254-268, Stacey, 2009 and Education Wales, 2022).  

Working with families and caregivers can be quite a skill and needs effective open 

communication and often courage as some conversations can be quite sensitive 

particularly when considering safeguarding or any emerging needs the child or family 

may have. Working in partnership with families and caregivers and offering an open-

door policy encourages feelings of them being worked with rather than having things 

done for them or to them (Gasper, 2010, WJEC, 2023 and Education Wales, 2022). 

When working with parents' practitioners need not only consider their relationships with 

families and caregivers but also how they share information.  All avenues of 

communication including face to face, letters, emails, photos, translation services and 

more must be explored when meeting the best needs for the child and their family.  

Open, nonjudgmental and honest discussions are considered to be best practice with 

the child’s needs at the center. This will ensure that all families no matter their socio-

economic backgrounds, culture or heritage have access to shared information in the 

safest most confidential way possible (Gasper, 2010 and Early Education, 2011).  
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As well as developing relationships with families' practitioners must also develop 

effective relationships with colleagues.  Modelling kind, supportive and respectful 

relationships with colleagues and children is paramount for engaging their wider family. 

Practitioners need to recognise that they cannot work in isolation and must work as a 

wider team to support one another and the children in their care (Education Wales, 

2022 and Stacey, 2009). Campbell-Barr and Lesson (2019, page., 36-44) state further 

that parents rely on their emotions when considering the quality of their childcare and 

look for settings that are warm and nurturing. Therefore, it is essential to develop 

positive relationships within settings as well as with families. 

Effective communication does not end with those in the setting, practitioners also need 

to consider how they communicate with other agencies. Being able to collaborate with a 

range of professionals is essential to the role of practitioners particularly when meeting 

the needs of children or when seeking further advice to improve their development, 

health and wellbeing and for any safeguarding concerns (Welsh Government, 2023, 

Education Wales, 2022 and Stacey, 2009). However, Gasper (2010, pg., 70-71) 

references Colmer (2008) who found that although communication within the same 

setting may be effective it can often not be the case when sharing information across 

disciplines. This further suggests that when meeting the needs of children multi-agency 

collaboration is key.   

Welsh Government (2023) and Education Wales (2022) 

dictate that practitioners will offer high quality provision and 

will consistently reflect on and improve their practice. 

Furthermore, that practitioners need to have a broad and 

balanced knowledge base of early childhood development 

and must understand their own role in nurturing a child’s 

curiosity and learning and that practitioners must be able to 

recognise that the skills needed for lifelong learning begin 

in the early years. Understanding the five developmental 

pathways will enable practitioners to offer a holistic 

approach to the child’s own unique ways of learning.  

Diagram 1: The Five Developmental 
Pathways (Education Wales, 2022, 
pp. 25, dia.). 
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One of the foremost areas of a practitioner's knowledge must be that safeguarding is 

everyone’s responsibility and not just that of management. This is underpinned by 

article 37 in the United Nation Convention Rights of the Child, UNCRC. All practitioners 

must be aware of their safeguarding policy which, in Wales, must adhere to the Welsh 

Government’s Safeguarding Procedures. In addition, they must not just be aware of 

their safeguarding policy but must attend regular training and be able to put it into 

practice and adhere to any other lawful procedures (Welsh Government, 2023 and Early 

Education, 2011, Children’s Commissioner Wales).  

An equally important aspect is observation.  Children need skilled, observant 

practitioners.  By carefully observing the child’s responses to an external stimuli or 

event, practitioners can identify the child’s needs, thoughts and feelings.  When using 

this information planning cycles can be implemented to ensure the child is thriving at 

their own pace and is engaging in effective and authentic experiences. Observations 

must be purposeful and recorded effectively, looking at what the child can do.  It offers 

practitioners a greater understanding of the child’s development and how the child 

learns best (Education Wales, 2022, Gasper, 2010 and Brodie and Savage, 2015). 

However, practitioners must remain unbiased and consider whether the child being 

observed is aware and that they may change or modify their behaviours as a result. 

Using a range of observations in a range of different situations will ensure a more in-

depth understanding and help them to inform practice and planning. (Merret, 2006 and 

Gasper, 2010)  

Every child has the right to grow up happy, healthy and safe. This is enshrined within 

the UNCRC and in 2011 Wales became the first country in the UK to protect these 

rights and embed them within law. Everyone including practitioners must be aware of 

these rights (Welsh Government, 2023). They are embedded within early years practice 

from having access to a range of educational experiences, listening to children and 

keeping them safe to having their culture and heritage being recognised (Siencyn, 2015, 

pp. 205-216 and Children's Commissioner for Wales, 2024). 
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Siencyn. S (2015, pp. 205-216) states that although a small country, Wales, leads with 

a dominant voice in the landscape of children’s rights and embedding them into policy 

and practice has taken a revolutionary approach to children’s early years and learning. 

Wales has summarised the UNCRC into seven core aims and a number of national 

initiatives have followed citing these as their basis. Siencyn. S (2015, pg., 206) takes 

this further stating that Wales has been more receptive to children’s understanding and 

development and its role within the UNCRC than other countries in the UK.   

However, as previously stated, practitioners can come from many diverse backgrounds 

and may have their own limitations in their knowledge and understanding. Funding may 

also be unavailable for staff to attend training. It is therefore essential that with 

qualitative supervision and robust professional development in place that practitioners 

have access to training (Welsh Government, 2023 and Early Education, 2011). 

Early Education (2011, np) also state that practitioners will “Keep updated with 

research, theory, content knowledge, high-quality early childhood practices and 

understanding of children and families.”      

In summary, professional practice is not an isolated factor but a range of ethics, values 

and practices and in the early years is also included in the UNCRC and law.  It is neither 

linear nor static and must be seen as continually evolving.  Practitioners must be 

supportive and supported to be able to meet the needs of the children in their care. This 

will only add to the rich, diverse and qualitative practice already offered in Wales.   
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