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A practical guide for early
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Intfroduction

Why getting all three right changes everything

Bring child development, inclusion and family engagement together as one joined-up approach,
rather than three separate boxes to tick, and the results for children are measurably better, which
is exactly what this guide shows you how to achieve in your everyday practice.

Every child deserves a setting where they can grow, belong and thrive - as an early years professional,
you already know that. What's harder is joining up the three things that make it happen, since child
development, inclusion and family engagement tend to get treated as separate boxes to tick when
really, they work best as one connected approach. Get that join-up right, and children's confidence
grows faster, their learning goes deeper, and the families who trust you with their children feel like part
of the journey too.

This guide is for you if you manage a nursery, lead a room, or work as a key person and want to
move past compliance into practice that makes a genuine difference. We'll walk through what child
development looks like in an inclusive EYFS setting, how to build family partnerships that go further
than a quick chat at the school gate, and how to bring all three strands together in your day-to-day
work.

Get this right and every child benefits, including those with SEND or from disadvantaged backgrounds,
who often have the most to gain from that joined-up start.
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What child development actually means in your setting

Child development covers everything a child grows
through between birth and age 5, spanning physical,
cognitive, language, social and emotional growth; and
the EYFS groups these into 7 areas of learning: 3 prime
areas (communication and language, physical
development, and personal, social and emotional

development) and 4 specific areas (literacy, mathematics,
understanding the world, and expressive arts and
design).

You're not just watching this happen; you're actively shaping it, because the environment you create, the
relationships you build and the activities you plan all have a direct effect on how children develop. A
child who feels safe and understood in your setting will explore more freely, take healthy risks in their
learning and build the self-regulation skills that everything else depends on.



There's no single path through development, and two 3-year-olds in the same room can sit at very
different points across the EYFS areas while both doing well. Your job is to know each child as an
individual, understanding their strengths, interests, barriers and next steps, and to plan around them
accordingly.

KEY POINT

The 3 prime areas of the EYFS - communication and language, physical development, and
personal, social and emotional development - are the foundation everything else builds on, so if a
child is struggling with a prime areaq, they'll find the specific areas harder to access, which is why
the prime areas deserve priority.

FRAMEWORK UPDATE

The EYFS statutory framework was refreshed for September 2026, with updates to safer sleep
practice, a new requirement for providers to have regard to screen use, and further safeguarding
clarifications. Check that your setting's policies are aligned to the current version before you use
this guide for induction or training.

The role of relationships in development

The key person relationship might be the single most powerful tool you have, because a child with a
secure attachment to their key person develops better across every area of the EYFS, not just PSED. They
feel safe enough to try new things, make mistakes and ask for help, and that security builds through
consistent, warm, responsive interactions, day after day.

None of this needs grand gestures. It comes down to noticing a child's mood when they arrive,
responding to how they're trying to communicate, getting down to their level and following their lead in
play. These small, repeated moments of connection are what build attachment, and attachment is what
builds development.

2. What Inclusive Practice Looks Like Day to Day

Moving from inclusion as policy to inclusion as practice

Inclusion means every child takes a full part in the life of
your setting, not just present in the room but genuinely
included in activities, routines, relationships and learning,
so it's worth designing your environment deliberately, in a
way that means no child is routinely left out, withdrawn,
or given a watered-down version of the curriculum.
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Start with an honest audit of where you stand today. Can a child in a wheelchair get to every area? Do
your books and displays reflect the families in your setting and the wider world, and are your activities
open-ended enough for children at different developmental stages? It's also worth asking whether
you've adapted how you communicate for children with limited verbal language.

REMEMBER

Inclusion isn't about treating every child the same; it's about giving every child what they need to
take part fully, whether that means extra support in some cases or removing a barrier in others.
Both count as inclusion.

Approaches that work across settings

* Graduated support - offer the same activity with different levels of adult support, so every child can
access it at the right level

® Visual schedules - daily picture timetables help children with SEND, children with EAL, and younger
children navigating transitions

® Sensory-aware spaces - a quiet corner, less visual clutter or access to fidget tools can be the
difference between a child engaging or becoming overwhelmed

®* Open-ended resources - loose parts, natural materials and unstructured creative materials let
children of different abilities play alongside each other, genuinely together

The principle behind all of these is the same: design for the child who needs it most, and practice
improves for everyone.

Addressing unconscious bias

Inclusive practice also means looking honestly at your own assumptions, since practitioners can hold
different expectations of children based on gender, ethnicity or socioeconomic background without ever
meaning to. Regular reflective supervision, peer observation and honest team conversations about bias
aren't always comfortable, but they matter, and the most inclusive settings build a culture where
practitioners feel safe to challenge each other and where leaders model that openness first.

3. Engaging Families as Partners in Child Development

Why family engagement is not optional

Children whose families are genuinely involved in their early years education develop better across every
area of the EYFS, arriving at school more ready to learn, with stronger language and better self-
regulation. That effect is strongest for children from disadvantaged backgrounds, where good family
engagement can close developmental gaps significantly.
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Families aren't passive recipients of updates. They're the experts on their own child, holding knowledge
about temperament, home routines, cultural context and history that no practitioner can fully replicate,
so when you treat families as genuine partners, you don't just build better relationships; you build better
outcomes for children.

What genuine partnership looks like

* Two-way communication - not just telling families what happened at nursery, but asking what they've
noticed at home, what their child's into right now, and what's changed in the family's world. Feed that
straight into your planning.

* A welcoming environment - staff who greet families by name, displays that reflect home cultures and

languages, and policies written in plain English.

* Multiple ways to communicate - not every family can make a morning event, reply to a written note,
or check an app. Ask families how they want to hear from you, then do it their way.

IMPORTANT

Family engagement doesn't start at drop-off; it starts at enrolment, and how you welcome a family
in those first weeks sets the tone for the whole relationship. Take time to understand their hopes,
worries and expectations before their child even starts with you.

Reaching families who feel distant

Some families are hard to reach, not because they don't care, but because they're facing real barriers,
whether that's a parent working 3 jobs with no spare time for a Thursday morning stay-and-play, or a
family with a difficult history with statutory services who might not trust professionals easily.

Try reaching out differently. Home visits, where they're appropriate and safe, build a different kind of
trust than anything you can offer in a setting, and community link workers or family support services can
bridge gaps you can't bridge alone. Sometimes, simply asking ‘what would help you feel more
connected to what we do here?' opens a door that nothing else would.

The families who are hardest to reach are often, in the end, the ones whose children stand to gain the
most from that connection.
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4. Supporting Children with SEND Through Inclusive Family
Engagement

The family at the centre of SEND support

For a child with special educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND), the SEND Code of Practice (2015)
asks for a genuinely collaborative relationship between your setting and their family, with the graduated

approach of assess, plan, do, review involving families at every stage rather than simply informing them
once decisions have already been made.

In practice, that means sharing concerns early and honestly, listening properly to what families tell you
about their child's experience at home, and co-producing targets on a SEN support plan that reflect the
family's priorities alongside your professional judgement.

WORTH REMEMBERING

If you have concerns about a child's development, talk to the family early, because putting off a
difficult conversation to avoid distress almost always makes things harder later, and most families
feel relieved that someone's noticed and wants to help.
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7dcb85ed915d2ac884d995/SEND_Code_of_Practice_January_2015.pdf

Keeping records that actually help

Make your records specific, noting what you observed, in what context, and when, rather than reaching
for a label. Saying 'Joel moves between activities after around 3 minutes' tells a story, while saying ‘he
can't sit still' tells you nothing useful, and it's this level of specific detail that leads to specific, effective
support.

ON THE HORIZON

The government's SEND White Paper, published in February 2026, proposes Individual Support
Plans, national inclusion standards, a fast-track pathway to Education, Health and Care Plans for
under-5s with complex needs, and closer links to Best Start Family Hubs. These are proposals
following consultation, not yet in force - any legislative change is not expected before September
2029. For now, keep working to the SEND Code of Practice (2015) and the graduated approach,
and watch for updates as the reforms progress.




5. Practical Steps to Strengthen Your Approach

Child development, inclusion and family engagement
isn't a ‘project' you finish; it's a practice you keep
developing over time, and here are 5 steps any setting
can take this week to move it forward.

1. Audit your environment for inclusion - walk through
your setting with an inclusion lens. What barriers do
you notice? Bring families and children into the
process.

2. Strengthen your key person practice - look at how key persons talk with their key children's families.
Are those conversations genuinely two-way?

3. Create more eniry points for families - a short video on your app, a text with a photo, or an invitation
to share something from home can reach families who'd never make it to a morning event.

4. Build reflective practice into your team - regular team meetings with case discussion and peer
observation will improve inclusive practice faster than training on its own.

5. Use CPD strategically - identify where your team's knowledge has gaps around SEND, EAL or family
engagement, and find training that addresses those gaps directly.

TOP TIP TO GET STARTED

You don't need to get inclusion right before you start; you just need to start. Pick one idea from this
guide, try it this week, reflect on what happened and adjust, then pick the next one. That's what
professional development looks like in practice.
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Key Takeaways

Child development, inclusion and family engagement work best as one joined-up approach rather than
three separate jobs, so here's what to carry forward:

* Development happens in relationships. The key person relationship is your most powerful tool for

supporting every child's progress across the EYFS.

* Inclusion is designed, not assumed. A genuinely inclusive setting actively removes barriers -
environmental, communicative and cultural - rather than expecting children to adapt.

* Families are partners, not passengers. They hold knowledge about their child that you need. Build
real two-way relationships and treat their input as essential to your planning.

® SEND support belongs to the whole team. The graduated approach works best when families, key
persons, SENCOs and external professionals all bring an honest, current picture.

* Reflective practice drives change. Noficing, questioning and adjusting your practice, day after day, is
what makes the real difference.

Want to go further? We're here to help.

Parenta offers a full range of childcare training and qualifications, which include SEND, inclusion, and
child development. Whether you're looking to upskill your whole team or develop your own practice,
we'd love to talk.

Call: 0800 002 9242

Email: hello@parenta.com

Web: www.parenta.com

BOOK & LET’'S TALK ABOUT YOUR
TRAINING GOALS
\S

EXPLORE EXPERT-LED TRAINING
COURSES
\S

Guidance current as of September 2026. This guide is intended as practical support for early years practitioners and does not constitute legal advice. Always
follow your setting's own policies and consult the current EYFS statutory framework, SEND Code of Practice and your local authority for regulatory matters.
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Parenta - The Home of Early Years

Growing a setting and a great childcare team shouldn't be hard - Parenta makes it simple. We're the UK's leading

specialist apprenticeship training provider for the early years sector - helping nurseries recruit, train, and retain brilliant

practitioners,

And it doesn't stop there. From nursery management software, business support that actually makes a difference, and
expert free sector resources, Parenta is the partner your setting didn't know it needed.

E’Q EARLY YEARS TRAINING

Boost your team’s motivation and keep staff for longer by offering
them childcare training - the ideal tool for you to develop and
retain your staff.

TRAINING COURSES:

Government Funded:

e Level 2 Early Years Practitioner

e Level 3 Early Years Educator — now with a ‘Fast
Track’ option — 52 weeks + EPA

e Level 5 Early Years Lead Practitioner

Qualification only courses:

e |3 SEND Coordinator

e L5 Diploma for Senior Early Years Practitioners

&9 FREE RECRUITMENT

Our team of dedicated recruitment experts will help you find a
suitable apprentice - for free. Once found, we will sign them up
and get them started on their childcare course - providing one-to-
one support throughout their training.

Book a call with us today and
discover how we can grow your setting

Working together for our children
@® 08000029242 ) hello@parenta.com

Follow us on social media @TheParentaGroup

www.parenta.com ﬁ r@ @ @

Parenta, Stratford House, Waterside Court, Neptune Way,
Medway City Estate, Rochester, Kent, ME2 4NZ

NURSERY MANAGEMENT SOFTWARE

- ABACUS ADVANTAGE

¢ Abacus Advantage helps nursery managers and owners
understand their money simply and clearly

¢ |t combines easy-to-use software, covering all aspects of
your nursery business

¢ Practical guidance and hands-on support to show you exactly
where your income comes from, where the pressure builds,
and what to do about it

e Book a free clarity call today

MARKETING SOLUTIONS

Parenta designs and builds childcare websites that attract
parents, impress Ofsted, and turn visitors into enquiries.

¢ Websites that work - built by a team that knows childcare
inside out.

¢ Branding that means business - from logos and prospectuses
to newsletters and business cards, we create a look that
makes your setting stand out and stick in people's minds.

* Social media made simple - we'll get you set up, show you

what works, and help you build a visible, trusted presence that
keeps your setting front of mind for local families.

e Contact our marketing solutions team

@/. FREE RESOURCES FOR ALL THOSE

'/ WHO WORK IN CHILDCARE

How To Guides

Covering the common challenges you face whilst working
in childcare, both for childcare practitioners and business
owners.

Free Webinars
Early years experts share their insights, best practices,
and valuable experiences LINK

Parenta Blog
Over 3000 articles covering all things early years, written
by sector experts LINK
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