Part 3: The Significance of Professional Practice in Meeting Children's Individual and Inclusive Needs
Introduction
Professional practice in early years refers to the knowledge, skills, values and responsibilities practitioners use to provide safe, effective and inclusive care and education. A professional practitioners work consists of competence, maintains appropriate boundaries, follows legislation and guidance, and continually develops their knowledge. In early years settings, professional practice is particularly important because young children depend on adults to protect their wellbeing, support their development and provide opportunities for learning. The Welsh Government's National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare establish expectations for meeting children's individual needs, safeguarding and providing appropriate opportunities for play and learning (Welsh Government, 2026). This essay explores the significance of communication and relationships, professional knowledge and safeguarding, partnership working, observation and planning, and children's rights in meeting the individual and inclusive needs of children.
Communication and Relationships
Effective communication and positive relationships are fundamental to professional practice because they help practitioners understand children's needs, develop trust and provide support. Young children communicate in many different ways such as through speech, facial expressions, gestures, play and behaviour. Practitioners must pay attention to verbal and non-verbal communication, adapting their approach to each child's developmental stage and communication abilities.
Bowlby (1988), alongside attachment research by Ainsworth et al. (1978), emphasised the importance of secure relationships with caregivers for children's emotional security. In early years settings consistent and responsive interactions can help children feel safe enough to explore their environment, develop independence and engage in learning. For example, a practitioner who recognises that a child is distressed while separated from their caregiver can offer comfort and reassurance and support the childs understanding of routine as well as work with the family to support the transition. Practitioners must be mindful of the approach taken when building relationships as childrens personalitys and needs can differ. One approach will not necessarily be suitable for every child.
Communication with parents and carers is equally important. Families can provide knowledge about the childs interests, routines, culture, health and development. Sharing relevant information allows practitioners to build a more informed and rounded understanding of each child and provide consistency between home and the setting. Welsh Government (2026) identifies partnership with parents as an important part of meeting children's needs. Practitioners must continue to maintain confidentiality, avoid making assumptions and communicate sensitively when discussing concerns or developmental difficulties. Poor communication may lead to misunderstandings, inconsistent support or important information being overlooked. Effective communication should be respectful, inclusive and focused on children's best interests.
Professional Knowledge and Safeguarding
Professional knowledge enables practitioners to understand child development, recognise individual differences and make informed decisions. Knowledge of physical, cognitive, language, social and emotional development helps practitioners identify appropriate learning opportunities and recognise when a child may need additional support. However, developmental theories should inform rather than restrict expectations, as children develop at different rates and their experiences influence their progress.
Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological systems theory explains how children's development is influenced by interconnected environments, including family, childcare, community and wider society. This highlights why practitioners must consider children's circumstances rather than focusing only on behaviour within the setting. For example, changes in a child's behaviour may relate to changes at home, communication difficulties or unmet emotional needs. A professional response involves observing carefully, speaking sensitively with parents where appropriate and seeking guidance when necessary, rather than making unsupported assumptions.
Safeguarding is a central professional responsibility. The Welsh Government (2026) states that protecting children from abuse, neglect and harm is a priority and that staff must understand how to recognise and report concerns. Practitioners should know their setting's safeguarding policy, follow the Wales Safeguarding Procedures, maintain accurate records and report concerns promptly to the appropriate person or service. They must not promise a child secrecy if a disclosure suggests that the child may be at risk.
The Children Act 2004 and Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 provide an important legislative framework for safeguarding and promoting wellbeing in Wales. Understanding relevant legislation and procedures helps practitioners recognise their responsibilities and respond appropriately. Failure to act on concerns may leave children exposed to harm, whereas an informed and timely response can help protect them. Professional knowledge must therefore be continually updated through training, supervision and reflection. This supports safe practice and helps practitioners recognise the limits of their role and when specialist assistance is required.
Partnership and Multi-Agency Working
Partnership working involves practitioners, parents and other professionals sharing appropriate information, knowledge and responsibilities to support children's needs. Multi-agency working extends this collaboration to professionals from different services, which may include health visitors, speech and language therapists, educational psychologists, social workers and specialist support services.
Bronfenbrenner's (1979) theory supports the importance of considering the connections between the different environments surrounding a child. When professionals communicate and work towards shared goals, they can develop a more complete understanding of the child's circumstances and coordinate appropriate support. For example, if a practitioner notices that a child is experiencing persistent communication difficulties, they can record observations, discuss concerns appropriately with the family and follow the setting's procedures for seeking further advice or referral.
The Social Care Wales Wales, (2005) induction framework for early years and childcare workers highlights partnrtship working, professional relationships and confidentiality as important aspects of practice.  Effective collaboration can reduce gaps in support and help children access assistance earlier. However, multi-agency working can present challenges, including delays, differing professional perspectives and uncertainty about information sharing. Practitioners must respect confidentiality while understanding that relevant information may need to be shared lawfully to safeguard a child. Clear communication, accurate records and agreed responsibilities help overcome these difficulties. Partnership working is therefore important because no single practitioner or service can meet every aspect of a child's needs independently.
Observation and the Planning Cycle
Observation and planning are essential for ensuring that early years provision responds to children's interests, abilities and developmental needs. Practitioners observe children during play, routines and interactions, recording relevant information to help understand their learning and development. Observations should be purposeful, objective and respectful of children's privacy.
The planning cycle generally involves observing children, assessing what the observations indicate, planning suitable experiences, implementing those experiences and evaluating their effectiveness. Research into effective pedagogy in the early years highlights the importance of interactions and learning experiences in supporting childrens’s learning (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). This process allows practitioners to identify children's strengths, interests and possible support needs. The Welsh Government's National Minimum Standards explain that children's activities should be observed, analysed and responded to when planning their next steps in play, learning and development (Welsh Government, 2026).
For example, if a practitioner observes a child repeatedly exploring containers and filling and emptying them, they might provide resources that encourage comparison, counting and problem-solving. If another child struggles to join group activities, the practitioner might introduce a smaller group or use visual prompts to support participation. These examples demonstrate how planning can be adapted to meet different needs rather than expecting every child to learn in the same way.
However, observations can be affected by practitioners' assumptions or limited opportunities to see a child in different situations. A single observation should not automatically be treated as evidence of a developmental difficulty. Practitioners should gather information over time, consider family perspectives and use professional guidance where appropriate. Evaluating planned experiences also helps determine whether activities were accessible and meaningful. Consequently, the observation and planning cycle supports inclusive practice by ensuring that decisions are informed by children's actual experiences rather than general assumptions.
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) establishes children's rights to protection, provision and participation (United Nations, 1989). It provides an important foundation for professional practice because it recognises children as individuals with rights, opinions and interests rather than simply recipients of adult care. In Wales, the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales)  Measure 2011 places duties on Welsh Ministers in relation to the UNCRC, reinforcing the importance of children's rights in Welsh policy and practice.
Article 3 states that the best interests of the child should be a primary consideration in decisions affecting them. Article 12 establishes children's right to express their views freely in matters affecting them, with those views given due weight according to their age and maturity. Article 31 recognises children's right to rest, leisure, play and recreational activities (United Nations, 1989). These principles are relevant to everyday early years practice.
For example, practitioners can support participation by offering children meaningful choices during play, listening to their preferences and taking their views into account when planning activities. Providing accessible resources and adapting experiences helps ensure that children with different abilities and communication needs can participate. Respecting children's rights also means protecting them from harm and ensuring that decisions prioritise their safety and wellbeing.
However, respecting children's views does not mean allowing children to make every decision independently. Practitioners must balance participation with their duty of care, considering children's developmental understanding and the potential risks involved. The UNCRC therefore supports a professional approach that combines listening to children with responsible decision-making. Applying these principles helps create inclusive environments where children feel respected, protected and involved in their learning.
Conclusion
In conclusion, effective professional practice is essential for meeting children's individual and inclusive needs. Positive relationships and effective communication help practitioners understand children and work collaboratively with families, while professional knowledge and safeguarding responsibilities promote safety and wellbeing. Partnership and multi-agency working support coordinated responses to more complex needs, and the observation and planning cycle helps ensure that learning opportunities are responsive to children's development. The UNCRC provides a rights-based foundation for respecting children's voices, promoting inclusion and prioritising their best interests. Together, these aspects of professional practice support early years environments in which every child can feel safe, valued and able to develop.
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Different reflective models: comparison and analysis

Gibbs' (1988) Reflective Cycle provides a structured approach to reviewing experiences through six stages: description,
feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan. It encourages practitioners to consider not only what happened,
but also how they felt, why the experience occurred and what they could do differently. For example, after a disagreement
between children, a practitioner could consider how they responded, whether their intervention was effective and how to
support similar situations in the future.

One advantage of Gibbs' model is that it's clear stages make it accessible to practitioners who are developing their
reflective skills. However, following every stage can be time-consuming, and reflection may become a tick-box exercise if
practitioners focus on completing the cycle rather than critically examining their decisions.

Rolfe, Freshwater and Jasper's (2001) framework offers a simpler approach based on three questions: What? So what?
Now what? The practitioner first identifies what happened, then considers why it matters and what has been learned,
before deciding what action to take next. In an early years setting, this could help a practitioner reflect quickly on whether
an activity met children's needs and how it could be improved.

The main advantage of Rolfe's model is its simplicity, making it useful for busy practitioners who need a straightforward
framework. However, because it provides less detailed guidance than Gibbs' cycle, practitioners may overlook important
factors or fail to explore their feelings and assumptions in sufficient depth.

Both models encourage learning from experience and planning improvements. However, Gibbs provides a more detailed
structure, while Rolfe offers a quicker and more flexible framework. The most suitable model depends on the situation, the
time available and the practitioner's experience. Neither model guarantees effective reflection on its own; practitioners
must be honest, open to feedback and willing to change their practice.




