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 The Role and Essential Skills of an Early Years Practitioner

Introduction
An Early Years practitioner has an important role in supporting young children’s learning, development, safety and wellbeing. Early Years Practioners can work in different settings, including nurseries, pre-schools, children’s centres and reception classes. In England, early years providers must follow the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), which sets standards for the learning, development and care of children from birth to five years old (Department for Education, 2026). To provide good quality care, practitioners need a range of professional and practical skills. This report will discuss the main roles and responsibilities of an Early Years Practitioner. It will then focus on three essential skills: communication, observation and teamwork. Finally, strategies for developing and improving each of these skills will be discussed.

Role and Responsibilities of an Early Years Practitioner
An Early Years Practitioner works directly with young children and supports their learning and development through everyday activities, educational experiences and purposeful play. Skills England (2025) explains that practitioners support both child-led and adult-led activities based on the needs and interests of individual children. They may help children develop their communication, physical, social, emotional, literacy and early mathematical skills.
An important part of the role is recognising that every child is different. Children do not all develop at the same speed, and their individual circumstances can affect their development. Development Matters explains that children's development should be considered across broad stages and that practitioners should use their professional judgement when deciding how best to support them (Department for Education, 2023). Therefore, practitioners need to adapt activities and support according to individual needs rather than expecting every child to respond in the same way.
Practioners are also responsible for helping to keep children safe. They need to understand safeguarding procedures and recognise possible signs that a child may be at risk of harm or abuse. The NSPCC (n.d.) explains that babies and young children depend heavily on adults to recognise when something may be wrong and take appropriate action. This makes knowledge of safeguarding particularly important in childcare. If concerns are not recognised or reported correctly, a child could remain at risk.
Other responsibilities include observing children’s progress, keeping appropriate records, supporting children’s health and hygiene and communicating with parents or carers. Practitioners also work with colleagues and, when necessary, other professionals to meet children’s individual needs (Skills England, 2025). Therefore, the role involves much more than simply supervising children.

Essential Skills
Communication Skills
Communication is an essential skill for an Early Years Practitioner because practioners communicate with children, parents, carers, colleagues and other professionals. Skills England (2025) states that practitioners should be able to use appropriate communication methods to share information with children, parents or carers and professionals.
When communicating with young children, practitioners need to consider the child’s age and level of development. For example, they may need to use simple words, facial expressions, gestures, pictures or demonstrations. Practitioners also need to listen carefully and give children enough time to express themselves. The Education Endowment Foundation (2025) also highlights the importance of high-quality interactions between adults and children for developing communication and language. Development Matters highlights the importance of conversations between adults and children in supporting children’s communication and language development (Department for Education, 2023).
Communication with parents and carers is equally important. Parents can provide information that may help the practitioner understand a child’s behaviour, health or individual needs. Practitioners can also share information about the child’s experiences and progress within the setting. This creates a partnership between the family and the early years setting.
However, communication needs to be clear, appropriate and confidential. Poor communication could result in misunderstandings or important information being missed. For example, if information about a child’s additional needs is not communicated properly between staff, the child may receive inconsistent support. Therefore, effective communication involves not only speaking clearly but also listening, adapting communication and sharing information responsibly. 

Observation Skills 
Observation is another essential skill because practioners need to understand children’s learning, behaviour and development. Observation includes watching and listening to children during everyday activities and using this information to understand their abilities, interests and possible support needs.
Skills England (2025) identifies observing, assessing, planning and recording outcomes as part of the skills required within the role. For example, a practitioner might notice that a child is struggling to communicate their needs or is finding a particular activity difficult. Further observations could help the practitioner decide whether the child requires different activities or additional support.
Observation can also help practitioners plan activities that reflect children’s interests. For example, if a child regularly shows an interest in animals, the practitioner could use animal books, pictures, counting games or creative activities to encourage further learning. This makes activities more meaningful to the individual child.
However, practitioners should avoid making conclusions based on one observation. A child’s behaviour may change depending on their mood, environment or circumstances. Development Matters explains that guidance on children’s development should support, rather than replace, practitioners’ professional judgement (Department for Education, 2023). Therefore, observations should be considered alongside other information, including discussions with parents and observations from colleagues. Accurate observation allows practitioners to provide more individualised support, whereas inaccurate assumptions could result in a child’s needs being misunderstood.

Teamworking Skills 
Teamworking is also an important skill because Early Years Practitioners usually work as part of a wider team. This can include other practitioners, room leaders and managers. Depending on the child’s needs, practitioners may also have contact with professionals such as health visitors, social workers or speech and language therapists (Skills England, 2025). 
Effective teamwork allows practitioners to share relevant information and provide consistent care. For example, if one practitioner notices a change in a child’s behaviour, sharing the information appropriately with colleagues can help the team understand whether further support is needed. 
Teamwork is especially important when a child has additional needs because different professionals can contribute their own knowledge and experience. However, poor teamwork or unclear communication may lead to inconsistent support. Practitioners therefore need to communicate clearly, understand their responsibilities and workeffectively with others (Skills England, 2025).

Strategies for Developing Essential Skills 
Developing Communication Skills
Communication skills can be improved through training, practice and feedback. Practicing active listening can help practitioners understand children, parents and colleagues more effectively. Feedback from an experienced colleague can also help identify areas that need improvement.
Developing Observation Skills
[bookmark: _Int_NZLWWn7o]Observation skills can be developed through regular practice and feedback. A practitioner could complete an observation and discuss it with an experienced colleague. This can help them learn to record what they actually observe rather than make assumptions. Improving their knowledge of child development can also help them understand children’s needs more accurately (Department for Education, 2023).
Developing Teamwork Skills
Teamworking skills can be improved by taking part in staff meetings and reflective discussions. These allow practitioners to share information, listen to different views and learn from colleagues. Reflecting on feedback can also help practitioners understand how they can contribute more effectively to the team.

Conclusion
In conclusion, Early Years Practitioners support children’s learning, development, safety and wellbeing. Communication, observation and teamwork are essential because the help practitioners understand children’s needs and provide appropriate support. These skills can be developed through training, experience, feedback and reflection. Developing these skills can help practitioners provide safe and effective care for children.
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