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Introduction

This handbook has been designed to help support key workers in an Early Years setting. The aim is to help support a practitioner’s understanding of the importance of effective communication and transitions for children’s learning and development.
Working in an early years setting, it is important that all practitioners have knowledge and understanding of the development of the child, their needs and skills to support them to become confident learners. It is also important to recognise their emotional and well-being development and understand that children are in the early stages of development when entering the first stages of education. Another important factor to be aware of is experiences a child has encountered in their short life, be mindful of this and take this information into consideration. (Welsh Government 2015). 
Transitions are an important part of a child’s life, they are often classed as milestone events and are seen to have an obvious effect on their development and learning needs. It is essential that transitions meet the need of every individual child and are not identified as one single event. There are many changes a child would have already experienced and therefore, it is vital that all transitions are identified as a process and includes the child, their families and practitioners. For transitions to be successful, preparation and effective communication is key to this process. (Every Child Matters 2021)
Gunning, C (2020) suggests that children learn better when they are happy and settled in their environment, surrounded by people that they trust and make them feel safe. Transitions for a child need to be planned carefully, centered around the child and meeting their needs, for the change to be successful.
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The Role of the Adult


Early years practitioners have many important roles and responsibilities within a setting to meet the needs of a child. The Curriculum for Wales states that provision for the child should be a holistic approach, understanding the development of the child and challenging children’s learning is essential. It is necessary to be involved and interact, building a positive relationship with the child. Giving the child opportunities to be creative in their own learning, building on what the child already knows and have experienced, will enhance the child’s development. (Curriculum for Wales 2015)
…a child’s ability to learn to read in the primary grades may depend no less on how he is taught that on the existence and nature of the ties between the school and the home. (Bronfenbrenner, 1978, cited in Aubrey and Riley, 2019, p157)

Auber, K and Riley, A (2019) state that Bronfenbrenner’s theory on human development is relevant to the classroom today. It is important that the home and school work together for the interests of the child. The transition the child makes from the home to school is a significant one, and it changes the role of the child, from being with family and entering into a new, different setting with unfamiliar adults. It is paramount that this transition is a positive one, for all future transitions the child will experience in an educational setting. Furthermore, he believed the study of child development be seen as a holistic approach, as mentioned in the CfW, and the environment seen as essential in human development. Familiar settings and activities are all factors that have an impact on the developing child and an individual person can be key to how interactions in the environment influence development.
For early years practitioners to have the knowledge and understanding of the wellbeing of the child there must be a foundation built on the knowledge of child development. It is essential to understand the theories that support the development of the child. She suggests that the adults who reflect on their practice are the ones who are most helpful to the child. A practitioner who reflects, learns about the child and their own practice, which ultimately results in a positive outlook for the child. Practitioners having knowledge of theoretical perspectives can improve the day to day practice with children. To have the ability to recognise children who are doing well and are ready to face a new experience but also those who are struggling and need more support. This is seen as giving quality early years provision. (Lindon, J 2012)

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory.
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Bronfenbrenner’s theory encourages Early Years practitioners to view children and their families with a holistic approach, using his Ecological Systems Theory. The central theme being, the environment the child resides in and the relationships within that environment have an impact on the development of the child. In his theory he describes each step of his theory structures, and each structure is linked to the next.
· The microsystem, is the environment closest to the child, specifically home and the classroom. The adults in this, family, friends and teachers, influence the social interactions with the child to engage.
· The mesosystem, which emphasises on the strong links created between the relationships and the interactions within the microsystem. Bronfenbrenner believed the child’s development was optimised when these links were secure. For instance, if there is a strong relationship between parents and teachers, attainment can be increased. On the other hand, if this is not the case, this can affect the development of the child.  
· The exosystem, which focuses on the extended environment of the child. Bronfenbrenner saw this as an expansion of the mesosystem. Parents working, the neighbourhood and other outside environments can have an impact on the child. These can have a negative or positive influence on a child’s development. 
· The macrosystem, which still focuses on the environment but is different from the other structures. This includes laws and cultural values of the society the child lives in and belongs to in everyday part of life. He did add another structure, recognising the changes in society, such as separation of parents as a child grows older. This is called the chronosystem.  (Aubery,K and Riley, A)
· Finally, self-actualisation-once all stages are met it is seen as the independent need. There must be satisfaction of other needs first for this to happen. Only when this has been achieved can the child want to better themselves.

Another theorist, Piaget, identified how children are intrigued by their environment and have the ability to interact with it. He suggested that it is through curiosity and interactions with the environment that learning takes place. However, children have to construct their knowledge for learning to take place and have meaning to their experiences. Piaget developed four stages of cognitive development, each stage a foundation to be built on, before moving on to the next. (Aubrey,k and Riley,A 2019)
These factors contribute to brain development and through research, it has been recoginised that early experiences and interactions with the environment are essential. A child, new born, has more than a hundred billion neurons, and it is these neurons that develop each time the child has a new experience. Repeated experiences, strengthens the neurons and pathways are formed, which can determine the way a child learns. (Brotherson,S2015)


How important is Play?

Article 31 of the UNCRC: Every child has the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities. (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child).
The Welsh Government recognises how important play is to a child’s development. Every child has that instinct to explore opportunities and take risks, therefore it is essential that all children have plenty of opportunities and have a variety of environments to inspect and explore. (Welsh Government, 2015) 
Play is an essential part of a child’s development. Play helps children to relate to their inner worlds of feelings and ideas and lived experiences. It is seen as significant because play helps children to reflect, develop awareness and determination, supports friendships and social interactions and also care for others. In addition to this, theorist Froebel, saw children as curious, active, creative learners and he described that children learn best through play. Children thrive when they are emotionally secure and in a close relationship. The earliest years of a child’s life are the most formative, play being the leading form of development and he believed learning in education should be through activity and enquiry. Play can help children to think for themselves, make choices and solve problems and pursue their own interests. Although, adult guidance is central to the child’s idea of freedom, it is a significant role, being sensitive and guiding children to use their freedom in a respectful way. Furthermore, it is important to have a well-planned environment and rich provision to support children in interactions, developing autonomy and discipline. Historically, many of Froebel’s principles underpin the excellent provision and practice of today. Children need freedom in play with guidance from an adult, engaging in nature to learn and develop. This leads to children thinking for themselves, making choices and solving problems, to pursue their own interests. It is important to have knowledge and understanding of the child’s life, their feelings, thoughts and actions are all interrelated. The close connection of the adult with the child and parents is essential. Froebel argues that learning should be connected to children’s own lives and experiences, so that children can connect new ideas to what they already know. Beginning with a child’s own experiences, interests and understanding is seen as the foundation to build on. (Tovey,H) 
As a result of this research, it can be seen to complement the theory of attachment. Attachment is seen as the relationship and bond between the child and main caregiver, an emotional bond that grows in a long-term relationship. Bowlby observed a child can become very upset and distressed when separated from the main caregiver, he stated that attachments have to be secure.  If not secure it could have an impact on the child forming new relationships. Subsequently, the child could show behavioural problems   linked to separation experiences. (Cherry 2019). 
A colleague of Bowlby’s, Ainsworth, noticed different types of secure and insecure attachments when observing the interactions between the child and carer. Ainsworth sectioned these attachments into secure, avoidant and ambivalent attachments, describing these behaviours as a level of anxiety for the carer and for self-regulation. It is essential for practitioners to have knowledge of these types of behaviour so there is understanding of the emotional state of the child and how the child is feeling. (Newman, et al 2015)

















The Needs of the Child


For early years practitioners to have the knowledge and understanding of the emotional, social and wellbeing of the child there must be a foundation built on the knowledge of child development. It is essential to understand the theories that support development of the child. She suggests that the adults who reflect on their practice are the ones who are most helpful to the child. This is seen as giving quality early years provision. (Lindon, J 2012)

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

According to Poston, B (2015) Maslow’s theory is used to understand the needs and development of the child in many Early Years settings. As you can see, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is laid out in stages. The needs becoming more complex as you work up the pyramid and if not met, it is likely that the next stage is impossible to meet.       
[image: The 5 Levels of Maslow&#39;s Hierarchy of Needs]








Sourced: Verywellmind (2021)

The first need is physiological, the basic essentials of life. Oxygen, food, water, warmth and shelter.  These needs have to be met before you can move up the pyramid. Without these needs the body will react negatively.
The second need is safety and security. When looking at the development of the child, if a child feels safe and secure in their constant environment they can develop and move on to the next stage. The child will become interested and want to explore.  However, if this is not the case, the child will feel insecure and progressing onto the next stage can be particularly difficult.
The following stage is belonging, the need to belong. This is where relationships are formed and blossom, making the child feel part of something. Behaviour can appear, the child wanting approval or attention from the close adult, wanting that emotional and social connection. This need can be persuaded by social influences, family, and neighbourhood, resulting in the child’s character and self-esteem. If a child does not feel belonging, it can lead to anxiety later on in life. 
The self-esteem need is the next stage on the pyramid and like all other needs this must be maintained. Self-esteem is seen as personal worth and can build the bridge to self- awareness where the child will be aware of their feelings and behaviours.  Within this, Maslow identified two levels of self-esteem, a lower one and a higher one. The lower one is connected to ego, the need to have respect from others and have an established level of respect, acceptance of others. The higher level is the need for self-respect, they are confident and like who they are and feel comfortable being themselves. 
Maslow identified all the stages as deficit needs, if you do not have enough of something, it becomes a deficit. Once the need is met, the focus is on something else.
Finally self-actualisation, once all stages are met it is seen as the independent need. There must be satisfaction of other needs first for this to happen. Only when this has been achieved can the child want to better themselves. It is also important to recognise that it is possible to regress and go back onto a lower stage. If this happens it can be good to reflect on practice used and change to meet the need of the child.
This theory supports the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, article 24 states:  every child has the right to the best health care and that governments provide nutritious food and clean water, children learn in education about health and wellbeing so every child can remain healthy. All UN member states except for the United States have ratifies the Convention. The Convention came into force in the UK in 1992. (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 2021)
In addition to this, the Welsh Government provide free breakfast to all primary school age children. The breakfast is healthy and this can improve children’s health and concentration, helping them to learn better. A healthy snack is available at break times also. (The Welsh Government 2015). Recently, a deal made between Labour and Plaid Cymru have promised that all primary school children in Wales will have free school meals within three years. (BBC News, 2021).

Partnerships


Equally important is having a positive partnership with parents. Informing parents from the beginning and having regular chats give opportunity for sharing information, therefore both the practitioner and parent are gaining essential information regarding the child. Involving the parent in their child’s learning will make them feel equally valued and have a better understanding of the child’s development and learning. (GOV.UK, 2021)
According to Drake, J (2006) parents are identified as a child’s main educator, and it is necessary for practitioners to build a positive partnership so that learning can be planned effectively to meet the needs of the child. Furthermore, she suggests that parents understand their child best, for that reason, sharing of information can give understanding and knowledge of the child’s development.





Interventions


The relationship between the practitioner and the child is an important one, building knowledge and understanding of child development is essential. Early Years practitioners must ensure a holistic approach to a child’s learning, creating environments that build on communication and expression. (Enabling Pathways 2021).
With regard to the Reggio Emilia approach, they suggest that instead of the focus being on meeting the needs of the child, the child is an individual and should be given every opportunity available to reach their potential. It is suggested that the child has control over the way the curriculum is developed which encourages communication, team work, thinking and problem solving skills. Children are observed closely and teachers working with parents gives an understanding of how a child learns, developing in-depth projects based on information from parents and the child’s interests. This approach, over the years, has grown considerably and is used all over the world today. 















Outcomes


Early Years practitioners have to understand that every child is unique, continually learning and becoming resilient and self-assured. Children build positive relationships to become independent and strong. Children learn and develop best in rich environments with supporting adults, who will help to guide and respond to a child’s need. Children and families benefit when there is a strong relationship with a supporting adult, this can result in the ease of a transition for a child. It is also important to understand the learning and development of the child. All children learn differently and it is important to recognise this. (The statutory framework for the Early Years foundation stage. 2021).
In the same way, guidance from the Welsh Government state, practitioners have the responsibility to support children’s learning and development at their own pace, guiding them towards the four purposes of the curriculum. The four purposes are:
· Ambitious capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives
· Enterprising, creating contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work
· Ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world
· Healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society
In addition, it is essential that consistent opportunities are provided in play, the outdoors, observation and purposeful learning and to challenge children when they learn. Therefore, it is key to ensure that environments are emotionally safe to support children, so they can express their emotions and behaviours and are able to self-regulate. It is essential to be a positive role model and attune to the child, showing understanding and empathy. Building positive relationships can help the child feel secure and belong. These skills all help towards a child being able to cope and manage transitions. (Welsh Government 2021)
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