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Introduction 

 

Professional practice within Early Years education refers to the knowledge, values, and 
behaviours that enable practitioners to provide high-quality care and learning 
experiences for young children. It encompasses professional ethics, reflective thinking, 
communication, safeguarding, and collaboration. A professional is not only someone 
qualified through education or training but also one who upholds ethical standards, 
acts with integrity, and continuously develops their practice (Perez, 2019). In the Early 
Years context, professionalism involves applying theory to practice, respecting 
children’s rights, and fostering inclusive environments that support every child’s 
development. This essay explores key aspects of professional practice—values, 
communication, safeguarding, multi-agency work, observation and planning, and 
adherence to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 
1989)—and analyses their importance in meeting the individual and inclusive needs of 
children. 

 

Professional Values in Early Years Practice 

 

Professional values form the foundation of effective practice. They include respect, 
empathy, equality, integrity, and commitment to continuous improvement (McMahon 
and Dyer, 2018). Upholding these values ensures that practitioners treat all children 
fairly, promote inclusion, and foster environments that respect diversity. Johansson and 
Einarsdottir (2018) emphasise that professional values guide decision-making, 
particularly when working with children from different cultural or social backgrounds. 
Practitioners who act with ethical awareness can identify and challenge bias, ensuring 
that no child is disadvantaged. 

 

The Welsh Government’s Early Years Workforce Plan (2017) highlights professionalism 
as an essential quality within the Early Years sector. It links values directly to the 
standards expected of practitioners—namely safeguarding, respect for children’s rights, 
and collaboration. McGillivray (2008) argues that professional identity in Early Years 
work is built not only on qualifications but also on reflective engagement with values 



and ethics. Thus, a strong professional identity requires practitioners to act responsibly, 
demonstrate compassion, and adapt to meet children’s evolving needs. 

 

Communication and Relationships 

 

Effective communication underpins all aspects of professional practice. In Early Years 
settings, communication enables practitioners to build trust, support learning, and 
engage families in the child’s development. Miller (2008) notes that daily interactions 
with children, parents, and colleagues rely on verbal and non-verbal communication 
that conveys care, empathy, and understanding. Positive communication fosters secure 
attachments, which are fundamental to children’s emotional wellbeing. 

 

The Welsh Government (2017) also recognises communication as a core competency 
for Early Years practitioners. Open dialogue with parents and carers allows 
professionals to share observations, discuss progress, and address concerns 
collaboratively. Strong professional relationships among staff also promote consistency 
and teamwork. According to McMahon and Dyer (2018), communication and 
collaboration enable practitioners to share expertise and provide more holistic support 
to children, particularly those with additional learning needs. Therefore, effective 
communication contributes to both inclusive practice and the broader ethos of 
professionalism. 

 

Knowledge, Understanding, and Safeguarding 

 

Safeguarding is a fundamental responsibility for all Early Years professionals. It ensures 
that children are protected from harm, neglect, and abuse, while promoting their overall 
wellbeing. The Welsh Government’s safeguarding framework (Keeping Children and 
Young People Safe, 2023) outlines the steps practitioners must follow when they 
suspect a child may be at risk. These include recognising signs of abuse, recording 
concerns accurately, and reporting them through the appropriate safeguarding 
channels. Practitioners have a duty of care to act promptly and in accordance with 
statutory guidance. 

 

McMahon and Dyer (2018) emphasise that safeguarding is not limited to preventing 
harm it involves creating a safe, nurturing environment where children feel valued and 



protected. Knowledge of safeguarding procedures, confidentiality, and information-
sharing protocols is therefore vital to professional practice. The Early Years Workforce 
Plan (Welsh Government, 2017) also stresses that safeguarding requires continuous 
professional learning to ensure practitioners remain aware of policy updates and best 
practice standards. 

 

Furthermore, professional knowledge extends beyond safeguarding to include 
understanding of child development, observation, and planning. Practitioners must 
apply this knowledge to design developmentally appropriate activities that meet 
individual learning needs (Nutbrown, 2012). Ethical and informed decision-making 
ensures that every child has equal access to high-quality education and care. 

 

Partnership and Multi-agency Working 

 

Multi-agency collaboration is another key aspect of professional practice in Early Years 
education. It involves professionals from different disciplines—such as health visitors, 
speech therapists, and social workers—working together to support children’s holistic 
development. The Welsh Government (2017) highlights partnership working as a 
cornerstone of effective Early Years provision, enabling coordinated support for children 
and families. 

 

McMahon and Dyer (2018) explain that multi-agency practice ensures that interventions 
are consistent, timely, and based on shared information. For example, a practitioner 
may work alongside healthcare professionals to create an individual plan for a child 
with speech delays. Effective communication and respect between professionals are 
essential to prevent duplication of efforts and ensure continuity of care. According to 
McGillivray (2008), collaboration also enhances professional learning by exposing 
practitioners to different perspectives and expertise. Therefore, multi-agency work not 
only benefits children and families but also contributes to practitioners’ professional 
growth and reflective capacity. 

 

Observation, Planning, and Reflection 

 

Observation and planning are integral to professional practice, as they allow 
practitioners to understand each child’s needs and provide targeted support. Lindon 



and Trodd (2016) describe the observation–assessment–planning cycle as a continuous 
process that underpins quality practice in Early Years settings. Observation enables 
practitioners to gather evidence about a child’s development, which is then analysed to 
inform planning and provision. 

 

Reflection plays a vital role in this process. McMahon and Dyer (2018) suggest that 
reflective practitioners critically evaluate their observations and actions to improve 
future practice. Reflection encourages self-awareness, helping professionals recognise 
both strengths and areas for development. This aligns with Schön’s (1983) concept of 
“reflection-on-action,” where practitioners learn from past experiences, and “reflection-
in-action,” which involves thinking adaptively during practice. 

 

Moreover, reflective practice contributes to safeguarding and inclusion by allowing 
practitioners to consider how their decisions affect each child’s learning environment. 
When practitioners engage in reflective thinking, they are better equipped to adapt their 
approaches, ensure equality of opportunity, and provide responsive care.  

 

 

The UNCRC and Rights-Based Practice 

 

Professional practice in Early Years is strongly informed by the principles of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989). The UNCRC establishes 
children’s rights to protection, participation, and provision, and Wales was the first UK 
nation to embed these rights into law. The Welsh Government (2017) requires all Early 
Years practitioners to uphold these principles in their work. 

 

Applying a rights-based approach means recognising children as active participants in 
their learning rather than passive recipients of care. This involves listening to their views, 
respecting their individuality, and ensuring inclusive practice that supports their 
physical, emotional, and cognitive development (Kanyal, 2014). By valuing children’s 
voices, professionals demonstrate ethical awareness and respect for autonomy—both 
of which are central to professionalism. 

 

The UNCRC also reinforces the importance of safeguarding by ensuring that every child 
has the right to feel safe and protected. As the Welsh Government (2023) outlines, 



safeguarding and rights are inseparable: promoting children’s wellbeing requires a 
proactive commitment to their safety and inclusion. Thus, rights-based practice 
provides the moral and ethical foundation for all other aspects of professionalism in 
Early Years. 

 

Conclusion 

Professional practice in Early Years education is multifaceted and deeply rooted in 
ethical, reflective, and collaborative principles. Upholding professional values such as 
respect, integrity, and inclusivity ensures that practitioners act in the best interests of 
every child. Effective communication and relationships foster trust and enable 
practitioners to work closely with families and colleagues. Safeguarding, as defined by 
the Welsh Government (2023), is both a moral and professional duty that underpins all 
other areas of practice. Multi-agency collaboration extends this responsibility across 
sectors, ensuring that children receive comprehensive and consistent support. Through 
observation, planning, and reflection, practitioners continuously improve their practice 
and adapt to children’s individual needs. Finally, adherence to the UNCRC ensures that 
all practice is guided by a rights-based, child-centred approach. Collectively, these 
aspects define what it means to be a professional in the Early Years sector—an 
individual who is reflective, ethical, knowledgeable, and committed to promoting the 
wellbeing and inclusion of every child. 
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