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[bookmark: _Toc695233283]1.1 Introduction
This report focuses on the role of an Early Years Practitioner, a key position within health and social care that supports children aged 0-5 years and their families. Research confirms that positive early experiences directly improve educational achievement, physical health and emotional resilience throughout adulthood, making this sector vital for individual lives and wider society (Department for Education, 2024; Early Education, 2021).

This report focuses on the role of Early Years Practitioner, outlining its core purposes, key responsibilities and skills required to deliver high quality care. It describes the role and its value within the sector before explaining the three essential skills that underpin effective practice. The report will then outline targeted strategies to develop each of these skills, drawing on current guidance and research, before concluding with a summary of key findings.

[bookmark: _Toc1915621813]2 Early Years Practitioner in the Health and Social Care Field

[bookmark: _Toc796087951]2.1 Description of Early Years Practitioner in Health and Social Care 
Early Years Practitioner works across settings such as nurseries, pre-schools and children’s centres, supporting children aged 0-5 years alongside their families and wider care networks. This role is legally bound by the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) statutory framework (Department for Education, 2024) which sets mandatory standards for learning, development and care. Its importance lies in established evidence that early years’ experience has a lasting impact on life chances, health outcomes and educational progress, making practitioners key contributors to public health and social equity (Department of Health and Social Care 2023).

Core duties include planning and delivering play-based activities matched to each child’s development stage, observing progress and maintaining accurate records, upholding safeguarding and child protection protocols and building collaborative partnerships with parents, carers and professionals such as Health Visitors or Speech and Language Therapists. Practitioners also promote healthy routines, emotional security and inclusive environments that welcome all backgrounds and abilities. Effective practice requires a blend of theoretical knowledge, practical ability and personal qualities that enable practitioners to respond flexibly to diverse needs and circumstances.

[bookmark: _Toc1426973069]
2.2 Explanation of Most Significant Skills Needed for Early Years Practitioner in Health and Social Care
The first essential skill is structured observation and development assessment. This refers to the ability to systematically monitor children’s behaviour, interactions and progress to identify strengths, interests and areas requiring additional support, these are critical because all planning and intervention must be rooted in clear understanding of what each child can achieve independently and with guidance, for example noticing that a child avoids motor tasks may indicate a need for activities to build hand strength or an undiagnosed difficulty requiring referral (Department for Education, 2024). Without this skill activities may be mismatched to ability, leading to frustration or missed opportunities for early identification of development concerns.

The second key skill is child-centred communication and relationship building. This involves using age-appropriate language, active listening and non-verbal cues to connect with children, while also sharing information clearly and sensitively with families and colleagues. For instance, kneeling to meet a child at eye level and giving them time to express feelings helps build trust and security, while regular, respectful updates ensure parents feel involved and informed (NSPCC, 2024; National Children’s Bureau, 2023). Where this skill is weak, children may feel unsettled or unheard and families may become disengaged which can reduce consistency and impact negatively on development.

The third skill is inclusive and adaptive practice. This means modifying activities, environments and approaches to ensure all children including those with special education needs and disabilities, those who speak English as an additional language and children from diverse cultural backgrounds so that everyone can participate fully and make progress. An example would be using visual timetables for children who find verbal instructions difficult or adapting outdoor play equipment to support physical access (Department for Education and Department of Health, 2015). Failure to practice inclusively can create barriers to learning, breach legal duties under the SEND code of practice and widen gaps in achievement between different groups of children. 

When practitioners lack these three core skills, settings may struggle to meet statutory requirements, children’s development may not be supported effectively and safeguarding risks may go unnoticed. This can lead to inconsistent care, poor outcomes and a loss of confidence among families and partner organisations (Department for Education, 2024; NSPCC, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc1405407187]
3.1 Three Strategies to Improve the Skills for Early Years Practitioner
To improve observation and assessment skills, practitioners can adopt structured observation methods alongside regular reflective practice. This includes using observation techniques such as learning stories, checklists and time sampling to gather accurate and objective information about children’s development. Practitioners should record not only what they observe but also analyse what the observation indicate about each child’s development progress and use this information to plan appropriate next steps. Regular discussions with supervisors or colleagues can help identify gaps, minimise bias and improve accuracy plus consistency of assessments. In addition, engaging in continuous professional development and training based on Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework enhances practitioners understanding of child development, observation and assessment practices (Early Education, 2021). These strategies enable practitioners to make evidence-based decisions and support high quality care and learning for all the children.

To enhance communication and relationship building skills, Early Years Practitioners should undertake targeted child communication training paired with deliberate practice of active listening techniques. This includes giving children sufficient time to respond, using open ended questions to encourage expression of thoughts and feelings, repeating key points to confirm understanding. Practitioners should always communicate regularly with parents and carers by sharing constructive feedback in a sensitive, strength focused way that promotes collaboration and trust. Developing effective communication with colleagues further supports consistent care and shared decision making. These strategies help practitioners adapt their communication to meet the needs of different children and families, ensuring everyone works towards shared goals (National Children’s Bureau, 2023).

To strengthen inclusive and adaptive practice, Early Years Practitioners should engage with specialist guidance and work alongside multi-disciplinary professionals to meet children’s individual needs. This includes implementing evidence-based strategies for children with additional needs such as communication difficulties or sensory processing differences and consulting professionals such as Speech Therapists or Educational Psychologists when developing individual support plans, Practitioners should also review activities and learning environment regularly to identify and remove barriers to participation while working closely with families to incorporate children’s cultural backgrounds, languages and home learning experiences to daily practice. Embedding inclusive approaches into everyday practice ensures that all children can access learning opportunities, participate fully and achieve positive outcomes while meeting statutory responsibilities under the SEND code of practice (Department of Education and Department of Health, 2015).

[bookmark: _Toc1799977123]4 Conclusion
The role of the Early Years Practitioner is central to delivering safe, effective and high-quality care that supports children’s learning, development and long-term wellbeing. Observation and assessment, child centred communication and inclusive practice are three essential skills that enable practitioners to meet statutory requirements and promote positive outcomes for all children. 

Developing these skills through structured observation, effective communication and collaborative working with families and multi-disciplinary professionals strengthens professional practice and improves the quality care. Overall continuous professional development is essential for maintaining high standards of early years practice reducing inequalities and ensuring every child receives the support they need to achieve their full potential.
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