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Developing Workplace Critical Thinking in Early Years Childcare Practice
Abstract
Critical thinking is increasingly recognised as an essential workplace competence across all sectors, including early childhood education and childcare. The role of a childminder requires constant decision-making, safeguarding judgement, behaviour management, time prioritisation and adherence to regulatory policies. This report critically explores the development and application of workplace critical thinking within the context of professional childminding practice. Drawing upon established theoretical frameworks including the Pearson RED Model, Toulmin’s Model of Argumentation, reflective learning theory and research on values, attitudes and beliefs, the report examines how critical thinking enhances professional judgement, decision-making and organisational outcomes. The analysis integrates academic literature with real-world workplace contexts, evaluating benefits, limitations and opportunities for professional development. The report concludes with recommendations for strengthening critical thinking capability within childcare practice and ongoing professional development.


1. Introduction 
Critical thinking has become a fundamental competency in modern workplaces, particularly in roles requiring safeguarding, risk assessment and professional judgement (Facione, 2020). Contemporary organisations increasingly operate in complex, fast-changing environments that demand employees who can analyse information, challenge assumptions and make evidence-based decisions (Halpern, 2018). Within the early years childcare sector, these competencies are especially significant due to the responsibility professionals hold for children’s safety, development and wellbeing. The role of a childminder involves continuous decision-making, emotional labour, policy compliance and regular communication with families and external agencies. As a result, critical thinking is not an optional skill but a core professional requirement.
The childcare sector within the United Kingdom operates within a highly regulated environment shaped by safeguarding legislation, the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) statutory framework and Ofsted inspection requirements (Department for Education, 2023). These frameworks require practitioners to demonstrate sound professional judgement, reflective practice and ongoing professional development. Decision-making within this context must therefore balance policy compliance with the practical realities of working with children and families. This creates a professional environment in which practitioners must interpret information, evaluate risks and make timely decisions, often under conditions of uncertainty and time pressure (Munro, 2019).
Critical thinking is closely linked to professional accountability and ethical practice. Brookfield (2017) argues that critically reflective practitioners are better equipped to identify biases, question assumptions and respond effectively to complex situations. In childcare practice, this includes interpreting children’s behaviour, managing parental expectations, responding to safeguarding concerns and prioritising competing demands throughout the working day. The ability to critically evaluate situations enables practitioners to move beyond routine decision-making and instead engage in reflective and evidence-informed practice (Schon, 1983).
Furthermore, workplace decision-making is influenced by personal and professional values, attitudes and beliefs. These internal frameworks shape how practitioners interpret situations, interact with families and respond to organisational expectations (Schwartz, 2012). Understanding how these factors develop and evolve is essential to strengthening professional judgement and reducing unconscious bias. Research demonstrates that professionals who engage in reflective practice are more likely to align personal values with organisational and ethical standards (Banks, 2021).
Time pressure and workload demand also influence workplace thinking processes. Dual-process theory highlights how individuals frequently rely on intuitive thinking when making rapid decisions, particularly in busy environments (Kahneman, 2011). While intuitive judgement can be valuable, overreliance on instinct may lead to cognitive bias or reduced analytical reasoning. Developing structured critical thinking approaches can therefore support more balanced and effective decision-making in childcare settings.
The purpose of this report is to critically analyse how workplace critical thinking can be developed and applied within professional childminding practice. The report integrates academic theory with workplace-relevant examples to demonstrate how critical thinking contributes to effective professional practice. The report specifically explores:
• Key theoretical models of critical thinking and decision-making
• The role of values, attitudes and beliefs in shaping workplace judgement
• The application of theory to behaviour management, time pressure and policy compliance
• The role of reflective practice in professional development
• Recommendations for strengthening workplace critical thinking capability
Through the integration of theory, critical evaluation and applied workplace context, this report aims to demonstrate the importance of critical thinking in supporting safe, ethical and effective childcare practice.

2. Understanding Critical Thinking
2.1 Definition of Critical Thinking
Critical thinking refers to the ability to analyse information objectively, evaluate evidence and make reasoned judgements (Paul & Elder, 2019). It involves interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference and explanation (Facione, 2020).
Critical thinking is widely regarded as a transferable professional skill that supports effective decision-making across a range of disciplines. In workplace environments, the ability to critically analyse information allows professionals to move beyond routine responses and instead consider alternative perspectives and possible outcomes (Halpern, 2018). Within childcare settings, this is particularly important as practitioners must frequently evaluate situations involving children’s wellbeing, behaviour and safety while balancing organisational expectations and parental communication. Developing strong critical thinking skills therefore supports more confident and accountable professional practice.
In professional childcare settings, critical thinking supports:
· Safeguarding decision-making
· Behaviour management strategies
· Communication with parents
· Risk assessment and policy compliance
Research demonstrates that professionals who use structured critical thinking models make more effective and ethical decisions (Halpern, 2018).

2.2 The Pearson RED Model
The Pearson RED model provides a structured framework for workplace critical thinking:
R – Recognise assumptions
E – Evaluate arguments
D – Draw conclusions (Pearson, 2016)
Application to Childcare
Childminders frequently encounter situations where assumptions must be challenged. For example:
· Assumptions about children’s behaviour
· Assumptions made by parents
· Assumptions within organisational policies
Failure to recognise assumptions can lead to bias and poor judgement (Brookfield, 2017).
Critical Evaluation
The RED model supports structured thinking but may oversimplify complex emotional workplace situations. Emotional intelligence and experience remain essential complements (Goleman, 2017).

3. Values, Attitudes and Beliefs in the Workplace
3.1 Understanding Values and Beliefs
Values are guiding principles that influence behaviour, while attitudes represent learned tendencies to respond in certain ways (Rokeach, 1973; Ajzen, 2020). Beliefs shape perceptions of right and wrong. Critical thinking is widely regarded as a transferable professional skill that supports effective decision-making across a range of disciplines. In workplace environments, the ability to critically analyse information allows professionals to move beyond routine responses and instead consider alternative perspectives and possible outcomes (Halpern, 2018). Within childcare settings, this is particularly important as practitioners must frequently evaluate situations involving children’s wellbeing, behaviour and safety while balancing organisational expectations and parental communication. Developing strong critical thinking skills therefore supports more confident and accountable professional practice.
In childcare, values strongly influence:
· Safeguarding decisions
· Behaviour management approaches
· Relationships with parents
Professional practice requires alignment between personal values and professional standards (Department for Education, 2023).

3.2 Development of Values Over Time
Values evolve through:
· Education and training
· Workplace experience
· Social and cultural influences (Schwartz, 2012)
Professional childcare training encourages reflective practice to align personal values with safeguarding frameworks (EYFS, 2023).

3.3 Impact on Organisations and Individuals
Strong workplace values lead to:
· Improved decision-making
· Higher trust with parents
· Better safeguarding outcomes (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2019)
However, conflicts between personal beliefs and policy may create ethical dilemmas (Banks, 2021).

4. Critical Thinking and Behaviour Management
4.1 Behaviour Management as a Complex Decision Area
Managing children’s behaviour requires rapid judgement and evidence-based strategies (Bandura, 1977). Behaviour management decisions within childminding settings often require immediate judgement while balancing the needs of multiple children. Effective behaviour management requires practitioners to consider the individual needs, developmental stage and emotional wellbeing of each child. In childminding environments, this can be particularly challenging as practitioners may be responsible for multiple children of different ages at the same time. Critical thinking enables practitioners to assess each situation carefully and adapt strategies accordingly rather than relying solely on routine responses. This approach encourages more thoughtful and developmentally appropriate behaviour management strategies.
Critical thinking enables practitioners to:
· Identify underlying causes of behaviour
· Evaluate strategies
· Reflect on outcomes
Behaviour is influenced by developmental, emotional and environmental factors (Piaget, 1952; Vygotsky, 1978).

4.2 Applying Toulmin’s Model of Argument
Toulmin’s model supports structured reasoning:
· Claim
· Evidence
· Warrant
· Backing
· Counterargument (Toulmin, 1958)
Example Application
Claim: A behaviour strategy is appropriate
Evidence: Observed patterns of behaviour
Counterargument: Alternative strategies
This structured reasoning reduces emotional bias (Kuhn, 2019).

4.3 Critical Evaluation
While theoretical models support structured reasoning and informed decision-making, real-world childcare environments are often unpredictable and emotionally demanding. Practitioners frequently face situations involving safeguarding concerns, behavioural challenges, and immediate risk, which can limit the time available for reflective thinking. As Schön (1983) highlights, professionals often rely on “reflection-in-action,” making decisions in the moment rather than following a linear, rational process. This suggests that although theoretical frameworks are valuable, they may not always fully capture the complexity of real-life practice. Therefore, effective childcare practice requires a balance between theoretical knowledge, professional judgement, and practical experience.

5. Critical Thinking Under Time Pressure
5.1 Workplace Time Constraints
Childminders operate in fast-paced environments that require rapid decision-making to ensure the safety and wellbeing of children. Time pressure can significantly reduce cognitive processing capacity, leading individuals to rely more heavily on instinctive responses rather than analytical reasoning (Kahneman, 2011). This can be particularly challenging in situations involving risk assessment or safeguarding, where decisions must be both quick and accurate.
Dual-process theory explains how individuals think under pressure:
· System 1: Fast, automatic, and intuitive thinking, often based on experience and instinct
· System 2: Slow, deliberate, and analytical thinking, requiring conscious effort
While System 1 thinking allows for quick responses in urgent situations, it may be prone to bias or error. In contrast, System 2 thinking promotes more logical and evidence-based decision-making but may not always be practical in time-sensitive scenarios. Therefore, effective childcare practice requires practitioners to develop the ability to balance both systems, using intuition supported by experience while remaining aware of the need for reflective and critical evaluation when time allows.

5.2 Risk and Safeguarding Decisions
Safeguarding decisions require rapid yet evidence-based judgement. Poor decisions may have serious consequences (Munro, 2019).
Critical thinking helps practitioners:
· Analyse risk
· Follow safeguarding procedures
· Document decisions effectively
Time pressure can also influence how practitioners prioritise tasks and responsibilities throughout the working day. In childcare settings, professionals must often balance supervision, learning activities, documentation and communication with parents simultaneously. Under such conditions, the ability to think critically helps practitioners prioritise safeguarding and children’s wellbeing while still maintaining effective organisation of daily activities. Developing structured approaches to decision-making can therefore reduce the potential impact of stress and workload demands.
6. Policy and Professional Judgement
6.1 Importance of Policies
Childminders are required to follow a range of policies and frameworks that guide professional practice and ensure the safety and wellbeing of children. These include:
· Safeguarding policies
· The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework
· Health and safety regulations
These policies provide a structured approach to practice, ensuring that childminders meet legal and ethical responsibilities. They promote consistency in decision-making and help practitioners respond appropriately to situations such as safeguarding concerns, accidents, or behavioural issues (DfE, 2023). In addition, policies act as a form of protection for both children and practitioners, offering clear guidance on expected standards and procedures.

6.2 Limitations of Policies
Despite their importance, policies cannot account for every possible situation encountered in real world childcare settings. Each child and situation is unique, meaning practitioners must often make decisions that go beyond written guidance. As Eraut (2014) suggests, professional judgement plays a key role in interpreting and applying policies effectively in practice.
Critical thinking enables practitioners to:
· Interpret policies flexibly while remaining within legal boundaries
· Adapt responses to suit individual children and specific situations
· Make informed decisions under pressure
· Maintain professional accountability and justify their actions
For example a safeguarding policy may outline procedures for reporting concerns, but a childminder must still use professional judgement to recognise subtle signs of potential harm and decide when action is necessary. This demonstrates that while policies provide a foundation for practice they must be combined with experience, observation, and critical thinking to ensure appropriate and effective decision-making.

7. Reflective Practice and Professional Development
7.1 Gibbs Reflective Cycle
Gibbs’ model supports structured reflection:
1. Description
2. Feelings
3. Evaluation
4. Analysis
5. Conclusion
6. Action Plan (Gibbs, 1988)
Reflection supports continuous improvement and learning (Kolb, 1984).

7.2 Benefits of Reflection
Reflection improves:
· Decision-making
· Emotional intelligence
· Professional confidence (Schon, 1983)

8. Benefits of Critical Thinking for Organisations
Organisational benefits include:
· Improved safeguarding outcomes
· Better parent relationships
· Enhanced reputation (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2019)
In addition to improving decision-making at an individual level, critical thinking also contributes to the overall effectiveness of organisations. When practitioners apply analytical thinking and reflective practice, they are more likely to identify potential risks, improve communication and contribute to a culture of continuous improvement. In early years settings, this can lead to higher standards of care, improved relationships with families and stronger compliance with regulatory frameworks.

9. Limitations and Challenges
Childminders face a range of challenges that can impact their ability to apply critical thinking effectively in practice. These include:
· Emotional labour
· Time pressure
· Policy complexity
Emotional labour is a significant challenge, as practitioners are required to manage their own emotions while supporting the emotional needs of children and families. This can be particularly demanding in situations involving safeguarding concerns or behavioural difficulties, where decisions may carry emotional weight.
Time pressure also presents a barrier, as childminders often need to make quick decisions in fast-paced environments. This can limit the opportunity for reflective thinking and increase reliance on instinctive responses rather than analytical reasoning.
In addition, policy complexity can make it difficult for practitioners to interpret and apply guidance consistently. With multiple frameworks and regulations to follow, childminders must ensure they remain compliant while also adapting to individual situations.
To overcome these challenges, continuous professional development and training are essential. Ongoing learning enables practitioners to strengthen their knowledge, build confidence in decision-making, and stay up to date with current policies and best practices. As Eraut (2014) highlights, professional learning is an ongoing process that supports the development of judgement and expertise in complex working environments.

10. Critical Self-Assessment and Interpretation of Management Theory in Childcare Practice
10.1 Critical self-assessment of beliefs, attitudes and values in professional practice
Professional practice in childcare is strongly shaped by the practitioner’s underlying beliefs, attitudes and values. Although professional frameworks provide guidance, decision-making is inevitably influenced by personal experience, training and professional identity (Banks, 2021). Critical thinking therefore requires not only analysing external situations but also engaging in ongoing self-evaluation to identify how personal assumptions influence workplace behaviour.
Critical reflection literature emphasises that self-awareness is a core element of professional competence (Brookfield, 2017; Schön, 1983). Practitioners develop internal belief systems through education, socialisation and workplace experience, which shape their responses to children, parents and organisational expectations. For example, beliefs about children’s behaviour, discipline and independence may influence the strategies selected when managing challenging behaviour. Without critical reflection, there is a risk that unconscious bias may shape decision making rather than evidence-based practice (Kahneman, 2011).
Within childcare practice, safeguarding responsibilities further emphasise the importance of self-assessment. Munro (2019) highlights that safeguarding failures often occur when professionals rely on assumptions rather than critically evaluating evidence. Continuous reflection enables practitioners to recognise how personal beliefs may influence interpretation of risk, behaviour and family circumstances. This process supports alignment between personal values and professional safeguarding responsibilities.
Reflective models such as Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle support structured self-assessment by encouraging practitioners to analyse experiences, evaluate decisions and identify future improvements (Gibbs, 1988). Through reflection, practitioners can identify areas of strength and areas requiring development, promoting ongoing professional growth. This aligns with the Early Years Foundation Stage requirement for continuous professional development and reflective practice (Department for Education, 2023).
10.2 Impact of beliefs and values on workplace behaviour
Beliefs and values influence workplace behaviour in several key areas:
Behaviour management:
Different beliefs about child development can lead to different responses to behaviour. For example, a practitioner who values structure and routine may prioritise clear boundaries and consistent consequences, whereas a practitioner who prioritises emotional development may focus on emotional regulation and communication. Both approaches may be appropriate, but critical thinking is required to evaluate which approach is most suitable in specific contexts (Piaget, 1952; Vygotsky, 1978).
Communication with parents:
Attitudes towards parental involvement influence how practitioners communicate concerns and provide feedback. Professionals must balance empathy with professional responsibility, ensuring communication remains respectful, evidence-based and supportive (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2019).
Time management and prioritisation:
Values relating to safety, organisation and child development influence how tasks are prioritised during busy periods. Critical thinking supports effective prioritisation, ensuring safeguarding and wellbeing remain central.
Through critical self-assessment, practitioners can recognise how these factors influence workplace behaviour and develop strategies to ensure decision-making remains balanced and evidence informed.

10.3 Application of management theory: McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y
To meet the requirement for applying management theory, McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y provide a useful framework for analysing how beliefs and values influence workplace interpretation (McGregor, 1960).
Theory X assumptions:
· Individuals require direction and control
· Behaviour must be managed through rules and structure
Theory Y assumptions:
· Individuals are self-motivated and capable of responsibility
· Supportive environments encourage development
Although originally developed for organisational management, this theory can be applied to childcare practice and behaviour management.

10.4 How beliefs influence interpretation of management theory
Practitioners with different values and beliefs may interpret this theory in different ways.
A practitioner with more traditional or structure-focused beliefs may align more closely with Theory X, emphasising:
· Clear boundaries
· Rules and routine
· Consistent consequences
This perspective may prioritise safety, predictability and behavioural consistency.
In contrast, a practitioner who prioritises emotional development and child-centred learning may interpret Theory Y as more appropriate, emphasising:
· Emotional support
· Encouragement of independence
· Collaborative problem solving
Both interpretations can support positive outcomes when applied appropriately. However, critical thinking is required to evaluate which approach is most suitable in different situations.

10.5 Critical evaluation of differing interpretations
The existence of differing interpretations highlights the importance of reflective practice. No single approach is universally correct; instead, effective practice requires flexible thinking and evidence-based decision-making (Eraut, 2014).
Rigid adherence to Theory X may risk overly controlling approaches that limit children’s autonomy. Conversely, exclusive reliance on Theory Y may underestimate the importance of boundaries and structure. A balanced approach informed by critical thinking allows practitioners to adapt strategies according to context, developmental stage and safeguarding requirements.
This evaluation demonstrates how personal beliefs, attitudes and values influence the interpretation and application of management theory within the workplace.

10.6 Contribution to professional development
Engaging in critical self-assessment supports:
· Increased self-awareness
· Reduced bias in decision-making
· Improved professional judgement
· Stronger alignment with safeguarding standards
Ongoing reflection and professional development ensure that beliefs and values continue to evolve alongside experience and training (Kolb, 1984).


11. Recommendations
1. Ongoing professional training in critical thinking
2. Regular reflective practice sessions
3. Structured decision-making frameworks
4. Continuous safeguarding training
5. Encouraging collaborative discussion among childcare professionals to share experiences and explore different approaches to problem-solving.
Collaborative discussion allows practitioners to challenge assumptions, gain new perspectives and strengthen their critical thinking skills through shared professional learning.


12. Conclusion 
This report has critically explored the importance of developing workplace critical thinking within professional childminding practice. The analysis has demonstrated that critical thinking is not a standalone skill but a multifaceted capability that integrates knowledge, experience, reflective practice and professional judgement. Within the early years sector, practitioners operate in a highly regulated and emotionally demanding environment where daily decisions directly influence children’s safety, development and wellbeing. As a result, the ability to analyse information, challenge assumptions and make evidence-based decisions is fundamental to effective and ethical practice.
The report examined several theoretical frameworks, including the Pearson RED model, Toulmin’s model of argument, dual-process theory and reflective learning models. Collectively, these frameworks illustrate how structured thinking can improve professional judgement, reduce bias and support more balanced decision-making. The discussion highlighted that behaviour management, time pressure and policy compliance represent key areas in which critical thinking is required daily. While policies and procedures provide essential guidance, they cannot account for every situation encountered in practice, meaning professional judgement remains crucial.
The report also emphasised the significant influence of values, attitudes and beliefs in shaping workplace decision-making. These internal factors evolve over time through training, experience and reflection, and they play a central role in how practitioners interpret situations and respond to challenges. The integration of reflective practice was identified as a key mechanism for strengthening self-awareness, supporting professional growth and aligning personal values with professional standards.
Despite the clear benefits of critical thinking, the analysis identified several challenges, including time pressure, emotional labour and the complexity of safeguarding responsibilities. These challenges highlight the need for continuous professional development and the adoption of structured decision-making approaches. Ongoing training, reflective practice and engagement with professional frameworks were identified as essential strategies for strengthening critical thinking capability within childcare practice.
Furthermore, the development of workplace critical thinking should be viewed as an ongoing process rather than a single professional competency that can be achieved through initial training alone. As childcare professionals gain further experience and encounter new workplace situations, their understanding of decision-making, behaviour management and safeguarding responsibilities continues to evolve. Ongoing professional development, reflective practice and engagement with current research are therefore essential in ensuring that practitioners remain capable of responding effectively to the changing demands of the early years sector. By continually reviewing their beliefs, attitudes and values in relation to professional standards, practitioners are better positioned to make balanced and ethically responsible decisions. This ongoing process of reflection and learning also supports adaptability, allowing practitioners to respond constructively to new challenges, organisational expectations and evolving childcare policies. Consequently, fostering a culture of critical thinking within childcare practice not only benefits individual practitioners but also contributes to the wider goal of maintaining high-quality early years provision.
In conclusion, the development of workplace critical thinking is essential for maintaining safe, ethical and high-quality childcare provision. By integrating theoretical knowledge with reflective practice and ongoing professional learning, practitioners can enhance decision-making, improve organisational outcomes and support positive experiences for children and families. Continued investment in professional development and reflective learning will be critical in ensuring that childcare professionals remain equipped to respond effectively to the evolving demands of the early years sector.
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