
Welcome to this practical guide for parents and
teachers in British Early Years settings (Nursery
and Reception). It offers evidence-based strategies
to support children with diverse learning needs,
empowering every child to thrive in their
educational journey. 

The Early Years Foundation Stage is a crucial
period for child development. Timely
identification and tailored support during these
formative years can make a profound difference.
This guide blends the latest research with
practical classroom experience, providing clear,
actionable strategies you can implement
immediately.

Practical guide for
Early Years Special
Educational Needs
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PLAY-BASED LEARNING
Play is not merely fun4it is the most effective way young
children learn. Through play, children develop essential
language, social skills, problem-solving abilities, and
emotional regulation. Our role is to facilitate and extend
this natural learning process.
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FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES OF 
EARLY YEARS SUPPORT

INDIVIDUAL DEVELOPMENT
Every child develops at their own unique pace; progress,
not comparison, is what truly matters. While understanding
developmental milestones helps identify when additional
support might be beneficial, it's crucial to remember that
children reach these at their own time.

SAFE & STIMULATING ENVIRONMENT
Children thrive in environments that are both predictable
and engaging. This is achieved through consistent routines
combined with rich learning opportunities. Physical spaces
should offer both comfort and challenge, featuring clear
visual boundaries and accessible resources.

FAMILY PARTNERSHIP
Parents are a child's first educators. Close collaboration
between home and school ensures consistency and
reinforces learning. Regular communication fosters a
holistic understanding of the child and enables effective
teamwork.



Effective Early Years assessment prioritizes ongoing observation of
children during natural play and learning. Instead of formal testing, we
gather crucial insights by watching children interact with their
environment, peers, and learning opportunities.

QUICK ASSESSMENT GUIDE FOR TEACHERS
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PLAY OBSERVATION
Observe how children initiate, sustain, and conclude
play. Document their creativity, problem-solving skills,
and social interactions.

DEVELOPMENT MATTERS TRACKING
Utilize the EYFS Development Matters framework as a
guiding roadmap, understanding it provides guidance
rather than rigid expectations for progress.

COMMUNICATION ASSESSMENT
Assess communication by listening for vocabulary
development, sentence complexity, and social interaction
skills during everyday activities.

MOTOR SKILLS MONITORING
Monitor both gross motor (e.g., running, jumping) and
fine motor (e.g., writing, cutting) development as part of
daily activities.

Key reminder: Focus on identifying
patterns over time, rather than isolated
incidents. A single observation offers
limited insight; consistent patterns
provide comprehensive understanding.
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LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT
Foster language development using
extensive visual supports like pictograms,
picture schedules, and communication
boards. Integrate repetitive songs and
stories, and cultivate a language-rich
environment with labelled resources.

Story sacks with props.
Rhyme and rhythm activities.
Photo books of classroom activities.

CURRICULUM ADAPTATIONS:
PRACTICAL EXAMPLES

MATHEMATICAL CONCEPTS
Make mathematical concepts tangible through hands-on learning with
real objects for counting, sorting, and patterns. Embed math naturally
throughout the day, like counting steps or sharing snacks.

Natural materials for counting.
Number songs and rhymes.
Cooking for measurement.

SCIENCE & NATURE
Ignite curiosity through sensory exploration and child-led investigations.
Provide varied materials for safe observation and experimentation,
documenting discoveries with photos. 

Sensory exploration trays.
Growing plants and caring for pets.
Simple weather observations.

CREATIVE EXPRESSION 
Encourage diverse creative expression with a wide range of materials,
focusing on the artistic process. Ensure all children can access and
engage in activities, regardless of ability.

Varied textures and tools.
Music and movement.
Drama and role-play resources.
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ADHD / HIGH ENERGY LEVELS

Implementing structure with built-in flexibility is crucial. Establish
clear, visually supported routines that children can follow
independently. Designate specific areas for movement and integrate
regular physical activity breaks throughout the day.

Visual timetables with photographs.
Standing desks or wobble cushions.
Short, frequent "brain breaks" every 15 minutes.
Clear signals for beginning and ending activities.

LANGUAGES DELAYS

Facilitate communication by offering diverse methods for children to
express themselves and respond. Consistently use gestures, visual
aids, and
simplified language. Provide ample processing time for responses
and warmly affirm all attempts at communication.

Makaton signs for essential vocabulary.
Choice boards for guiding activity selection.
Ongoing verbal commentary during play ("running
commentary").
Repetition and expansion of children's utterances.

CLASSROOM STRATEGIES:
QUICK REFERENCE GUIDE

Every child possesses a unique blend of strengths and challenges. This
quick reference guide offers targeted strategies for common needs you
may encounter in Early Years settings. Many of these approaches are
universally beneficial, supporting the development of all children, not just
those with identified special educational needs.
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CLASSROOM STRATEGIES:
QUICK REFERENCE GUIDE

AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER

Predictability and consistent routines are vital for providing a sense
of security. Make extensive use of visual schedules and always
prepare children in advance for any upcoming changes. Support
social engagement through thoughtfully structured activities.

Social stories for navigating new situations.
Accessible quiet retreat spaces.
Strict adherence to consistent daily routines.
Clear expectations reinforced with visual reminders.

ANXIETY & EMOTIONAL REGULATION

Cultivate an emotionally safe environment through reliable
relationships and consistent surroundings. Explicitly teach coping
mechanisms and provide comforting items or dedicated spaces for
self-regulation. 

"Calm corner" equipped with sensory tools.
Designated key person approach for consistent support.
Breathing exercises and age-appropriate mindfulness
techniques.
Resources for identifying and expressing emotions.



DAILY STORY TIME
Even a brief 10 minutes of shared reading daily can
make a significant difference. Choose books your
child enjoys, reread favourites often, and engage in
conversations about the pictures and story together.

PURPOSEFUL PLAY
Everyday activities offer rich learning opportunities.
Cooking can develop mathematical skills, gardening
teaches scientific concepts, and simple household
tasks build independence and fine motor skills.

HOME ENVIRONMENT STRATEGIES
Parents play a crucial role in their child's development. These strategies
help foster consistency between home and school, leveraging everyday
activities to build upon your child's natural learning.

SUPPORTING FAMILIES:
PRACTICAL STRATEGIES FOR PARENTS
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ESTABLISH CLEAR ROUTINES
Consistent sleep and meal routines provide a vital
foundation for learning. Utilizing visual schedules can
empower children to understand and follow daily
expectations independently.

"The most important thing parents can do is to
genuinely follow their child's interests and celebrate
every small step of progress. Every child develops
uniquely, and your positive encouragement makes
all the difference."



Template type Primary use Review frequency

Concern Form Initial identification As needed

Development tracker Progress monitoring Half-termly

IEP Home-school collaboration Termly review
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EARLY YEARS CONCERN FORM
A structured template designed to document initial observations,
indicating potential needs for additional support. It ensures consistent
information gathering, facilitating early intervention discussions with
families and specialists.

EYFS DEVELOPMENT TRACKER
Aligned with Development Matters guidance, this tracker monitors
progress across all learning areas. It offers a visual overview of a child's
achievements and highlights areas where further support may be
beneficial.

ESSENTIAL DOCUMENTATION TEMPLATES

IEP
A collaborative planning tool that strengthens consistency between
home and school. It outlines practical activities school and families
can implement to support their child's learning and development
effectively.

Effective record-keeping is crucial for identifying needs and tracking
progress. These structured templates help document observations,
concerns, and advancements, always emphasizing the child's strengths
and achievements.
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STEP-BY-STEP ACTION FRAMEWORK

INITIAL OBSERVATION
The class teacher observes and documents patterns in a
child's learning or behavior, using a concern form to detail
specific examples and frequency.

PROFESSIONAL DISCUSSION
The tutor and SENCO collaboratively review documented
concerns, deciding if additional classroom strategies are
sufficient or if further assessment is needed.

FAMILY PARTNERSHIP
Engage in a sensitive discussion with parents about
observations and next steps, gathering family perspectives
to ensure a truly collaborative approach to support.

SPECIALIST INPUT
If necessary, the SENCO coordinates with specialists such
as psychologists or speech therapists. Secure family
consent and maintain clear communication throughout
this process.

SUPPORT PLANNING
Develop an Individual Education Plan (IEP) with specific,
measurable targets. Include aligned strategies for both
school and home to ensure consistent support across all
environments.

PROGRESS REVIEW
Regularly monitor progress towards established targets.
Adjust strategies as needed and celebrate achievements
with the child and family.



PLAY AS THE PRIMARY LEARNING VEHICLE
Play is not just preparation for learning; it is learning itself. Through joyful
and natural engagement, children develop language, social skills,
creativity, and problem-solving abilities.

FOUNDATIONAL PRINCIPLES OF
EARLY YEARS SUPPORT
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BUILDING RESPONSIVE RELATIONSHIPS
Warm, consistent relationships with caring adults create a secure base,
empowering children to confidently explore, learn, and flourish in their
environment.

ADOPTING A STRENGTHS-BASED APPROACH
Every child possesses unique strengths and interests. Focusing on what
children *can* do, rather than their limitations, cultivates confidence and
motivates them to learn and grow.

NURTURING SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL GROWTH
A child who feels secure, valued, and understood is a child ready to learn.
Emotional well-being provides the essential foundation for all
subsequent development and learning.

THE IMPORTANCE OF EARLY IDENTIFICATION
Timely identification and intervention for developmental concerns
significantly enhance the effectiveness of our support. Proactive
prevention consistently outperforms reactive remediation.

These core principles are the bedrock of effective Early Years practice,
guiding us in supporting young children's learning and development,
irrespective of their individual needs or starting points.

FOSTERING FAMILY PARTNERSHIPS
Parents possess invaluable insights into their children. A true partnership
means actively listening to families, respecting their perspectives, and
collaborating towards shared developmental goals.
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MOVING FORWARD TOGETHER

Observe with curiosity, not judgment.

YOUR NEXT STEPS

Implementing these strategies doesn't happen overnight. Start
small, choose one or two approaches that resonate with your
current situation, and build from there. Remember that every
positive interaction, every moment of understanding, and every
small adaptation makes a difference in a child's life. 

Crucially, you don't have to navigate this journey alone. Whether
you're a parent with concerns or a teacher seeking support, a
network of colleagues, specialists, and resources is always available
to assist.

Collaborate openly with families.

Celebrate small progress consistently.

Seek support when you need it.

"Every child deserves to feel
successful, supported, and
celebrated for who they are and
what they can achieve."

Ultimately: The goal isn't perfection, but
consistent progress, deeper understanding,
and ensuring every child feels valued and
supported throughout their learning journey.


