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Part 1 – Personal Development Plan
	No
	Improvement and development goal
	Success criteria (how I will know when I’ve made this change)
	The actions I will take to achieve these goals
	Timelines
	What will this help me to achieve?
	Achievements (3 monthly review)

	1
	Complete a PGCE and become a teacher specialising in Additional Learning Needs (ALN).
	Successfully complete my Early Years Education & care degree and gain a place on a suitable PGCE course.
	Continue gaining experience supporting children with ASD and other additional learning needs in my current school.
Research suitable PGCE courses and their entry requirements and apply during my final year of university.
	2026-2028: Complete my degree and continue gaining relevant experience.
2027-2028: Research and apply for PGCE courses. 

September 2028: Begin PGCE.
	Completing a PGCE will allow me to gain the qualifications, knowledge and teaching experience needed to become a qualified teacher. This will support my long-term goal of becoming a teacher specialising in ALN.
	

	2
	Improve my ability to use Makaton when communicating with children.
	I will be able to confidently use a wider range of Makaton signs independently when communicating with children in my class.
	Learn and practice new Makaton signs regularly.
Observe how staff use Makaton within the classroom and practice using signs during everyday interactions and activities with the children.

	Month 1: Learn and practice commonly used Makaton signs.
Months 2-3: Begin using a wider range of signs during everyday classroom activities. 
Months 4-6: Continue developing my Makaton knowledge and learn more advanced signs.
	This will help me communicate more effectively with children who use Makaton and support their individual communication needs. 

	

	3
	Develop my confidence in using positive behaviour support strategies.
	I will be able to use appropriate strategies more independently to support children with their behaviour and emotional regulation. 
	Observe how experienced staff use positive behaviour support strategies. Develop my understanding of individual children's needs and triggers. 
Consider how individual needs, communication difficulties and the environment can influence a child’s behaviour.


	Over the next 4-6 weeks, observe and practice a range of positive behaviour support strategies and reflect on which approaches are most effective in different situations.
	This will help me better support children's individual needs, respond appropriately to different behaviours and develop skills that will be valuable in my current role and future teaching career. It will also help me build positive relationships with each child.
	



Creating my personal development plan has helped me identify areas where I would like to improve my skills and confidence. I feel that my current job supporting children with additional learning needs has given me valuable experience, but I recognise that I can continue developing professionally. My long-term goal of completing a PGCE gives me something to work towards, while the short term and medium-term goals both allow me to develop skills within my current role. Improving my Makaton and positive behaviour support skills will help me better meet children’s individual needs. Overall, these goals will support my development as a more confident and knowledgeable practitioner and help me achieve my future goal of working as a teacher within ALN. 

Part 2 – Academic Poster & Reference List
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Part 3 – Written Essay

Professional practice plays an important role in early years education as it helps ensure that children receive the appropriate care, support and opportunities to develop. Professional practice involves following policies and procedures, maintaining professional standards and recognising the individual needs of every child. Furthermore, a professional is someone who demonstrates the knowledge, skills and responsibilities required to carry out their role effectively. In early years settings, practitioners must provide a safe, supportive and inclusive environment where all children are given equal opportunities to learn and develop. This involves building positive relationships, communicating effectively and understanding the importance of safeguarding children’s wellbeing. Effective professional practice also requires practitioners to work alongside families and other professionals to ensure children’s needs are met (WJEC, 2019). This essay will explore the significance of professional practice, focusing on communication, professional knowledge, partnership working, observation and planning, and the importance of respecting children’s rights.
Effective communication is an important part of professional practice as it allows early years practitioners to understand and respond to children’s individual needs. Communication can involve both verbal and non-verbal methods, allowing practitioners to adapt their approaches to suit children’s different abilities. For example, Makaton uses signs, symbols and speech to support children who experience communication difficulties. According to London Speech Therapy (2026), Makaton can support children with communication difficulties by allowing them to express their feelings, make choices and communicate more confidently. Consequently, this approach helps practitioners meet children’s individual needs and promote inclusion by reducing communication barriers. By adapting communication methods, practitioners can provide children with greater opportunities to participate in activities alongside their peers.
Alongside effective communication, building positive relationships is another important aspect of professional practice in early years settings, as it helps create a safe and supportive environment where children feel valued and respected. Developing positive relationships with children can encourage positive behaviour, as children who feel secure and supported may be more willing to cooperate with practitioners (Garrett, 2008, cited in O’Toole and Hayes, 2019). Furthermore, according to Holmes (2014), Bowlby’s attachment theory highlights the importance of secure emotional bonds in supporting children’s development. This suggests that building trusting relationships with familiar practitioners can help children feel emotionally secure, allowing practitioners to better understand their individual needs while supporting their confidence and development.
Having a strong knowledge and understanding of child development is essential for effective professional practice, as it enables practitioners to understand and respond to children’s individual learning and developmental needs. Therefore, practitioners must recognise that children develop at their own pace and adapt their approaches to provide appropriate support. Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development highlights how children can develop new skills with appropriate guidance that they may not yet be able to achieve independently (Dolya, 2010). This suggests that practitioners can use their understanding of child development to plan activities that extend children’s learning and abilities. For example, practitioners can support children who struggle with counting by providing guidance and practical resources, such as counting blocks, to help them improve their counting skills and gradually become more confident. By recognising children’s individual capabilities, practitioners can create inclusive learning experiences that support each child’s development and independence.
In addition to understanding child development, having a strong knowledge of safeguarding is essential for effective professional practice in early years settings. Practitioners must be able to recognise potential signs of abuse or neglect and understand how to respond appropriately to safeguarding concerns. This involves following safeguarding policies and procedures to ensure children are protected from harm. The Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2019) outline the responsibilities of practitioners in identifying and responding to safeguarding concerns, ensuring children are protected from potential harm. For example, if a practitioner notices unexplained injuries or changes in a child’s behaviour, they must record their concerns and report them to the designated safeguarding person within the setting. By understanding their safeguarding responsibilities, practitioners can help create a safe environment where children feel protected and supported.
Furthermore, partnership working is another important part of professional practice in early years settings, as it involves practitioners working closely with parents and carers to support children’s learning, development and wellbeing. Building positive relationships with parents and carers allows practitioners to gain a better understanding of children’s individual needs, interests and abilities. By sharing information and working together, practitioners and families can provide consistent support for children’s learning and development. According to Bastiani (2003, cited in Wilson and Kendall-Seatter, 2010), schools with strong relationships between families and educational settings experience fewer difficulties relating to children’s learning and behaviour. This highlights how effective partnerships can promote positive learning experiences and support children’s development.
In addition to working in partnership with parents and carers, working with other professionals is essential in supporting children’s individual needs. This is known as multi-agency working, where practitioners work alongside professionals such as speech and language therapists, social workers and healthcare professionals to provide appropriate support for children. According to Walker (2018), multi-agency working allows professionals to share their knowledge and expertise, helping them develop different approaches to meet the needs of each child. For example, a speech and language therapist may provide strategies for early years practitioners to use when supporting a child with communication difficulties. Consequently, children can access the resources and guidance they need, promoting inclusion and positive learning experiences. 
Observations also play a key role in early years practice, helping practitioners understand children’s development and recognise areas where they may need further support. Williams (2016) highlights the importance of observing children’s strengths and interests, rather than focusing only on their difficulties, allowing practitioners to build on their current abilities. Furthermore, the observation, assessment and planning cycle allows practitioners to assess children’s progress, plan learning opportunities and review their development. Sharman, Cross and Vennis (2015) explain how developmental checklists can be used to monitor children’s progress, helping practitioners identify areas for development and set achievable targets. For example, if a practitioner observes that a child with ALN is struggling to follow instructions, they may plan activities using visual aids to support their understanding and communication. By regularly reviewing children’s progress, practitioners can make changes to their planning to ensure all children have equal opportunities to learn and reach their full potential.
Another important aspect of professional practice in early years settings is understanding and respecting children’s rights. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) outlines the rights that all children are entitled to, regardless of their background, abilities or individual circumstances. The convention consists of 54 articles covering different aspects of children’s lives, including their rights to education, protection, health and play (UNICEF UK, 2024). UNICEF UK (2024) also highlights how respecting children’s rights can positively influence their wellbeing, participation, relationships and self-esteem. This demonstrates the importance of practitioners promoting children’s rights within early years settings, helping to create an environment where children feel safe, valued and included. 
Article 2 of the UNCRC states that all children should be protected from discrimination and have equal access to their rights (Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland, n.d.). This is particularly important in early years practice, as practitioners must ensure that all children have equal opportunities to participate in learning experiences, regardless of their background or abilities. Article 12 also recognises children’s right to express their views and have these taken seriously (Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland, n.d.). This is important in early years settings, as practitioners should encourage children to express their opinions and make choices about their learning. For example, practitioners may use visual choice boards to support children with additional learning needs in expressing their preferences and making decisions about activities. This promotes independence and ensures that children with communication difficulties have opportunities to express their views and participate in decisions that affect them.
In conclusion, effective professional practice is essential in ensuring that the individual and inclusive needs of children are recognised and supported within early years settings. As discussed, communication, positive relationships, knowledge of child development and safeguarding all play an important role in supporting children’s learning, development and wellbeing. Furthermore, working in partnership with parents and other professionals allows practitioners to provide consistent support that meets children’s individual needs. Regular observations and planning also help practitioners identify children’s strengths and areas for development, ensuring that learning experiences are appropriate. By respecting children’s rights and adapting their practice to meet individual needs, practitioners can create an inclusive environment where every child feels valued, supported and able to reach their full potential.
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Introduction -

Reflective practice is an important part of Early Years education, supporting practitioners to learn from their experiences and continually develop their practice. This poster
explores the meaning and importance of reflection and reflective practice within Early Years education. The poster also considers the theory behind reflection and
analyses different reflective models, including their strengths and limitations.

What is Reflection?

Reflection is the process of thinking
carefully about an experience or
something you have learned. It helps
you understand what happened, why
it happened and what you could do
differently in the future. Reflection
can deepen learning by helping you
recognise what went well, identify
areas for improvement and use
these insights in future situations
(Race, 2004).

Reflection is an ongoing
process rather than a one-off
activity. Reflective models,
such as Gibbs' (1988)
reflective cycle, can provide
a structure that supports
practitioners to review
experiences, evaluate their
practice and consider how
they may respond differently
in the future.

What is Reflective Practice?

Reflective practice is when

individuals regularly think about and
review their experiences to develop their
knowledge, understanding and
professional practice (Hanson, 2012).

It involves thinking critically about
actions and decisions, rather than
simply describing what happened.

Description

/ What happened? \

Action plan Feelings

Iftarose agai what What were you
would you do? thinking and feeling?
Conclusion Evaluation
What else could Whatwas good and bad
you have dane? about the experience?

\ Analysis /

Whatsense can you
make of the stuaiion?

Gibbs (1988) Model of Reflective Practice

Why is Reflective Practice important to EY Practice?

The concept of reflection in education was initially associated with Dewey (1933)
and was later developed by Schon (1983), who developed the concepts of
reflection in action and reflection on action. Reflective practice is seen as
important in Early Years for many reasons, including:

« Develops professional knowledge: Reflection helps Early Years
practitioners develop their professional knowledge and understanding,
allowing them to develop and improve their practice (Brock, 2010).

« Promotes teamwork: Reflective practice can encourage practitioners to
discuss experiences with colleagues, share different perspectives and learn
from one another, supporting professional development.

« Increases confidence: Reflective practice can help practitioners gain a
greater understanding of their work and become more confident in their
practice (Gunning, 2022).

« Provides better quality for children and families: Reflecting on their work
allows practitioners to consider how effective their practice is and make
changes to improve the provision they offer (Brookfield, 1995).

« Supports diverse needs: Reflective practice helps practitioners recognise
children's individual needs and adapt activities to support different ways of
learning (Fisher, 2025).

« Encourages creativity: Reflective techniques can support children to develop
original ideas and explore different possibilities, helping to encourage creative
thinking (Craft, 2000).

"We do not learn from experience. We learn from reflecting on experience."”
- John Dewey (1933)
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Theory of Reflection

Analysis of Reflective Models

The theory of reflection has developed through the work of several influential theorists.
Dewey (1933) was one of the early theorists to explore reflection in education and
highlighted how thinking about experiences can support learning. These ideas were
later developed by Schon (1983), who explored how professionals use reflection within
their practice.

Dewey viewed reflection as an active Schon developed the concepts

process that involves carefully of reflection in action, which occurs while
considering experiences rather than an experience is taking place, and

simply accepting them. Reflective thinking  reflection on action, which involves

can help individuals learn from looking back on an experience afterwards
experiences and use this learning to consider what can be learned.

when approaching future situations.

How do these link to Early Years Practice?

« Dewey's theory is relevant to Early Years practice because it encourages Early
Years practitioners to remain open minded, take responsibility for their actions and
regularly reflect on their practice to improve children's learning (Hallet, 2013).

« Schon's theory is relevant to Early Years practice as practitioners can recognise
when an activity is not working and make immediate changes to support children's
learning (reflection in action), as well as looking back on experiences afterwards to
consider what could be improved (reflection on action) (Hayes et al,. 2014).

Conclusion -

Overall, reflective practice plays an important role in Early Years education.

It allows practitioners to learn from their experiences, recognise areas for improvement and
make positive changes to their practice. Using reflective theories and models can help

practitioners develop their skills and provide better support for children's learning and development.

Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988)

Gibbs' model consists of six stages that encourage practitioners to reflect on their
experiences, consider their feelings, evaluate what went well and identify
improvements for future practice (NHS, 2026).

Kolb's Experiential Learning Cycle (1984)

Kolb's model consists of four stages and focuses on learning through experience,
reflecting on what happened and applying new knowledge to future situations
(McLeod, 2025).

Gibbs Provides clear stages that help  Can be time consuming for
Early Years practitioners busy practitioners due to the
reflect on challenging six stages involved.
situations, such as managing
children's behaviour, and
identifying improvements for
future practice.

Kolb Encourages practitioners to Provides less guidance on
learn through practical exploring feelings compared to
experiences, such as Gibbs' model.
observing children's responses
to activities.

Similarities: Differences:
|m||ar|t|_es. « Gibbs has six stages, whereas Kolb has
« Both encourage learning through [
experience. o (EHAF - 5
« Both involve reflecting on previous g::?nsggcludes alspecicbosliccisnglon
experiences. y

« Kolb focuses on experiential learning, while
Gibbs provides structured questions to
guide reflection.

(NHS, 2026; Mcleod, 2025)

« Both aim to improve future practice.
(Johnston et al., 2018)




