              ECEY4009/C     2513721


                                   The importance of professional practice. 

Professional practice is an important part of how our society works. It involves using special skills, knowledge, and training to carry out our jobs effectively. A professional is someone who has gained a deep understanding of a specific field and applies that knowledge in their work. (Schon 2016) Professional practice is especially important in the early years sector, where practitioners play a key role in supporting young children’s learning and development. An early year's practitioner is someone who understands how children grow, knows how to plan appropriate learning activities, and follows clear policies and guidelines to protect and support each child. In Wales, the Curriculum for Wales provides a framework for schools and settings to develop their own curriculum, tailored to the needs of their learners. It encourages children to develop in line with the Four Purposes, aiming to help them become ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals. For early years practitioners, this curriculum guides professional practice by setting expectations for high-quality learning experiences that support all aspects of a child’s development. Welsh Government (2020). 
In the early years sector, the practitioner’s role is complex, combining both education and care responsibilities. This requires strong collaboration with families, colleagues, and external professionals, making clear professional values essential (Brock, 2015, p.77). Values such as respect, integrity, and inclusion guide ethical decision-making and help practitioners navigate real-world challenges. They also ensure high-quality, consistent practice across diverse settings. Vygotsky’s theory highlights that children learn best through social interaction and cultural experiences, particularly with "more knowledgeable others" like parents and educators (Celinska, 2023). His concept of the Zone of Proximal Development shows the value of supportive relationships, where practitioners help children progress by offering the right guidance at the right time. This reinforces the need for practitioners to act with care, understanding, and strong values in all aspects of their work.
One of the most important skills for early years practitioners is clear and effective communication. This underpins strong relationships with children, families, and colleagues, which are essential for identifying and meeting individual and inclusive needs. According to Bleach (2014), early childhood professionals view communication as a key part of professionalism, highlighting skills such as active listening, clear verbal expression, and confidentiality. These skills enable practitioners to build trust with families, better understand children's backgrounds, and adapt their approaches to suit different learning styles and cultural contexts. For example, by maintaining open, respectful dialogue with parents, practitioners can gain insight into a child’s home life or additional needs, which may not be visible in a 
setting. This is especially important when supporting children with special educational needs, English as an additional language, or emotional and behavioural 
difficulties. Furthermore, Bleach notes that strong communication structures within settings promote teamwork, reflective practice, and inclusive planning. This shows that communication is not just about talking—it is a critical professional skill that ensures every child feels heard, valued, and supported in their unique development.
Having an in-depth knowledge and understanding is essential to professional practice in the early years because it underpins the ability to make informed, ethical, and effective decisions in complex and sensitive situations. Professional identity begins to develop during initial training, where students learn how to conduct themselves appropriately and reflectively (Hallet, 2013). This early learning helps shape competent practitioners who understand their responsibilities and the impact of their role. Hallet also highlights the introduction of Early Years Professional Status (EYPS) as a key step in raising standards, aiming to create a graduate-led workforce with Level 3 qualifications as the minimum, to improve the quality of education and care. 
A key area where deep understanding is vital is safeguarding. Safeguarding involves not only protecting children from harm but also promoting their welfare and supporting families. Practitioners must have up-to-date training, be aware of legislation, and know how to follow clear procedures to recognise and respond to concerns (NSPCC, n.d.). Without this knowledge, a child’s safety may be compromised. In Wales, the National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare provide a legal framework to guide safe and effective practice. Overall, informed practitioners are essential for delivering high-quality, safe, and ethical care in early years settings. 
A multidisciplinary approach is essential for supporting children’s holistic development, with professionals from health, education, social care, and psychology addressing physical, emotional, social, and cognitive needs. Although each professional has specific expertise, effective collaboration and clear communication are crucial to providing cohesive and comprehensive support. Failures in interprofessional working can jeopardize children’s wellbeing, as shown in serious case reviews of abuse and neglect. Thus, a child-centred, collaborative model is fundamental to safeguarding and promoting optimal development (Johnston, 2018). Vygotsky’s theory reinforces this, emphasizing that learning occurs through social interaction within cultural contexts, involving adults, peers, and professionals (Gauvain, 2020). Multi-agency work reflects Vygotsky’s view that development is shaped by multiple social systems, requiring recognition of the diverse tools, knowledge, and perspectives each professional contributes.
When working with children, it’s important for practitioners to understand child development and use observation to support each child’s progress. Observing children helps identify their interests, strengths, and areas where they may need support. While not all observations need to be recorded, they should always inform future planning. Using the observation and planning cycle allows practitioners to tailor activities to meet individual needs, ensuring every child is supported in their learning and development (Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, 2008, p.4) Observation and planning are essential for practitioners to understand where a child is in their development and to identify the next steps needed to support their learning. In the Curriculum for Wales, there is a strong emphasis on child-centred learning, which encourages practitioners to continuously observe children. This ongoing observation ensures that all aspects of the child’s learning and care needs are met effectively. By closely watching children, practitioners can tailor their support to each child’s unique abilities and interests, promoting meaningful development.
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is an important, legally binding agreement signed by 196 countries (as of 12 July 2022) which outlines the fundamental rights of every child, regardless of their race, religion or abilities. (UNICEF UK, no date) The Convention has 54 articles that cover every part of a child’s life, outlining their civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights. These rights apply to every child worldwide, and the Convention allows children to claim them. It also explains how adults and governments must work together to ensure all children can enjoy their rights. This links into Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which suggest that that individuals must have their basic physiological and safety needs met before they can focus on higher-level needs such as social belonging, esteem, and self-actualization. Ensuring children’s rights to basic needs—like health, education, and protection—is essential to supporting their overall development and well-being, enabling them to reach their full potential. Add a reference here 
Professional practice in the early years is vital for supporting children’s holistic development and wellbeing. It requires practitioners to apply specialised knowledge, skills, and ethical values to meet the diverse and evolving needs of each child. By maintaining clear communication, engaging in reflective practice, and collaborating effectively with families and multi-agency professionals, practitioners ensure that children receive personalised and inclusive support. Frameworks like the Curriculum for Wales and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child provide essential guidance that shapes high-quality practice focused on children’s rights and development. Ultimately, effective professional practice not only safeguards children but also creates environments where all children can thrive, learn, and reach their full potential.
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