

Identifying and Supporting Children’s Developmental Needs in Early Years Settings

Nottinghamshire toolkit • Updated March 2026

This toolkit is designed for busy PVI early years settings and childminders. It supports practitioners to notice, adjust and support children’s development within everyday practice. It is not a diagnostic tool. Use it to strengthen inclusive practice and support the graduated approach (Assess–Plan–Do–Review).
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Quick reassurance
✅ You are not expected to be specialists. Your role is to notice patterns over time, reduce barriers in the environment and interactions, and work alongside families. Seeking advice or signposting is good practice.
Who this is for
Private, voluntary and independent (PVI) nurseries, pre‑schools and childminders.
Setting SENCOs/SEND leads, managers, room leaders, key persons and practitioners.
Children from birth to five (including support for transition into Reception).
Statutory and guidance context
Use alongside the EYFS statutory framework (use the current version for your provider type).
Use alongside the SEND Code of Practice (0–25 years) and local SEND processes.
Use alongside Working Together to Safeguard Children (current statutory guidance) and local safeguarding arrangements.
Principles (strengths‑based and neurodiversity‑affirming)
Children develop in different ways and at different rates. Variation is expected and valued.
Start with strengths: what the child enjoys, can do, and what helps them feel safe and engaged.
Reduce barriers in the environment and interactions before assuming the ‘problem’ sits within the child.
Prioritise connection and co‑regulation over compliance.
Work in genuine partnership with parents/carers. Seek consent and share information respectfully.
Use clear, factual observation rather than labels.


How to use this toolkit
You do not need to complete every section. Pick what fits the child and your setting. Small, consistent changes often make the biggest difference.
ASSESS – What do we notice over time? (What, when, where, with whom?)
PLAN – What small changes could help? Agree 1–3 strategies and what ‘better’ would look like.
DO – Try the strategies consistently (usually 2–6 weeks).
REVIEW – Is it helping? Keep, tweak, or step up support (early help / specialist advice if needed).
What counts as evidence? (keep it simple)
Evidence can be simple and proportionate: 
Short observation notes that describe what you saw/heard (no labels).
Photos of the child learning in context (with consent and your setting policy).
What parents/carers tell you about home routines and what helps.
A note of what you tried and what changed.
Decision guide: monitor, early help, or safeguarding?
Monitor and adapt: differences where the child is generally safe and participation improves with inclusive adjustments.
Early help / targeted support: needs are persistent and significantly affect daily participation, or the family would benefit from extra support.
Safeguarding: any concern the child may be at risk of significant harm, neglect or abuse—follow safeguarding procedures immediately.


Everyday prompts - Use these prompts during team discussion, key person time, or when something ‘just doesn’t feel quite right’.

	Health, hearing and vision

	WHEN IT MAY SHOW UP:
	TRY FIRST:
	STEP UP:

	· unclear speech, 
· not responding consistently, 
· frustration, 
· fluctuating attention, 
· frequent illness
	· reduce background noise; 
· face‑to‑face communication; 
· simple routines; 
· check with parents about hearing/vision/health
	· signpost to Healthy Family Team/GP; 
· consider Speech & Language Therapy if communication is impacted



	Sensory differences (noise, light, touch, movement)

	WHEN IT MAY SHOW UP:
	TRY FIRST:
	STEP UP:

	· busy free‑flow, 
· lunchtimes, 
· tidy‑up, 
· group time,
· transitions, 
· toileting.
	· quieter space option; 
· visual cues; 
· fewer words; 
· predictable routines; 
· movement breaks;
· sensory tools agreed by the setting.
	· track patterns (what sensory load triggers overwhelm); 
· adjust environment; 
· seek Area SENCO/EYST advice.






	Communication and interaction

	WHEN IT MAY SHOW UP:
	TRY FIRST:
	STEP UP:

	· difficulty being understood
· difficulty following spoken instructions, 
· needing extra time, 
· using scripted language, 
· reduced joint attention.
	· visuals/objects of reference; 
· model language in play; 
· allow processing time; 
· reduce questions; 
· comment more than test.

	· Referral to Family Hub Services
· Speech & Language Therapy referral (with guardian consent).



	Emotional wellbeing, regulation and engagement

	WHEN IT MAY SHOW UP:
	TRY FIRST:
	STEP UP:

	· distress at drop‑off, ‘clingy’ behaviour, 
· shutdown/withdrawal, 
· frequent overwhelm, 
· avoiding group times.
	· strengthen key‑person connection; 
· predictable routines; 
· co‑regulation; 
· transition supports; 
· offer choice and safe spaces.
	· consider Leuven wellbeing/involvement scales; 
· reflective tools like SSTEW (Sustained Shared Thinking & Emotional Wellbeing); 
· referral to Family Hub if family needs wider support.



	Basic needs (food, drink, rest, toileting)

	WHEN IT MAY SHOW UP:
	TRY FIRST:
	STEP UP:

	· irritability, tiredness, 
· accidents, 
· avoiding mealtimes, 
· grazing, 
· not eating in busy spaces.
	offer choice and quiet safe spaces 
calm eating options; 
flexible snack; 
consistent toileting routine; 
check constipation and sleep routines.
	· involve Healthy Family Team/health professionals where appropriate; 
· consider sensory/feeding differences



	Attendance and access

	WHEN IT MAY SHOW UP:
	TRY FIRST:
	STEP UP:

	· irregular attendance, 
· frequent lateness, 
· settling issues every session.
	relationship‑based approach; 
consistent key person; 
‘settling plan’; 
flexible transition supports..
	· Family Hub referral if barriers persist; 
· follow your ‘missing child’ procedure if a family goes out of contact



	Home, culture and identity (including home language)

	WHEN IT MAY SHOW UP:
	TRY FIRST:
	STEP UP:

	· skills differ between home and setting; 
· family routines shape engagement; 
· EAL development
	reflect home language/culture; 
use visuals; 
check understanding without pressure;
value bilingual development
	· consider EAL tools and advice; 
· involve interpreters/translated materials if needed



	Learning environment and adult interaction

	WHEN IT MAY SHOW UP:
	TRY FIRST:
	STEP UP:

	· difficulties mainly in adult‑led times, 
· during tidy‑up, or in certain spaces.

	simplify routines; 
protect uninterrupted play; 
use interests as the ‘hook’; 
reduce waiting; 
increase sustained shared thinking.
	· room‑level audit (noise/visual clutter); 
· adjust expectations; 
· seek coaching/training support if needed.



Working with parents/carers (Relationship‑first approach)
Start early and keep it informal: small check‑ins work better than ‘big meetings’.
Share strengths first. Then describe what you’ve noticed using clear, factual examples.
Ask: ‘What helps at home?’ and ‘What worries you most right now?’
Agree 1–3 shared strategies (home + setting) and review after 2–6 weeks.
Record what was agreed (date, who, what, next review date).
Working with other professionals
Keep a simple ‘who’s involved’ list (names, roles, contact details) and update it.
Use professional reports to guide daily practice (routines, environment, interaction) rather than filing them away.
Use your Area SENCO/EYST for advice and support—especially when you’re unsure what to try next.

What helps most in early years settings
Knowing the child well and noticing patterns over time.
Small, consistent adjustments (environment, routines, interaction).
Strong key‑person relationships and co‑regulation.
Flexible expectations and realistic ‘next steps’.
Working with parents/carers as partners and reviewing regularly.



Safeguarding: if you are worried about a child
If you have a concern about a child’s safety or wellbeing, follow your setting safeguarding procedures immediately. If the concern meets safeguarding thresholds, contact MASH or the child’s allocated social worker.
Nottinghamshire Safeguarding Children Partnership
For information about safeguarding thresholds Pathway to provision | Nottinghamshire County Council
Neglect toolkit neglect-toolkit.pdf
Nottinghamshire MASH (children)
Telephone: 0300 500 80 90
Email: mash.safeguarding@secure.nottscc.gov.uk
Online form: concerned about a child – Report a new concern about a child | Nottinghamshire County Council
MASH consultation line for queries: 0115 977 4247
Safeguarding Children Information Management Team (SCIMT): 0115 804 1274
Emergency Duty Team (out of hours)
Telephone: 0300 456 4546
If someone is in immediate danger call 999


Appendix 1: Local sources of support (Nottinghamshire)
Area SENCO / Early Years Specialist Teacher (EYST)
Advice and practical support for setting SENCOs/SEND leads.
Support with identification, inclusive strategies and the graduated approach.
Advice about referrals to specialist services and Early Years Inclusion Funding (where applicable).
Early Childhood Services: earlychildhoodservices@nottscc.gov.uk • 0115 977 2510
Free Early Years Place Providers | Nottinghamshire County Council
Early years education and childcare training | Nottinghamshire County Council
Your Notts Directory (SEND Local Offer and community support)
Your Notts Directory
Telephone: 0300 500 80 80 • Email: enquiries@nottscc.gov.uk
Family Hub Services
Family Hub Networks | Nottinghamshire County Council
Healthy Family Teams
Advice line: 0300 123 5436
Speech and Language Therapy (Nottinghamshire Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust)
SPA: 0300 123 3387
Children's Speech and Language Therapy | Nottinghamshire Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust
How to refer: How to refer | Nottinghamshire Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust
Language for Life: Language for Life | Nottinghamshire Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust
Speech and Language Drop in sessions: Drop in sessions | Nottinghamshire Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust


Appendix 2: Links from previous versions of this document (themed for reference)
Statutory framework and SEND
EYFS statutory framework – Early years foundation stage (EYFS) statutory framework - GOV.UK
SEND Code of Practice (0–25 years) – SEND code of practice: 0 to 25 years - GOV.UK
Area Senco Padlet
Safeguarding and child protection
Working Together to Safeguard Children – Working together to safeguard children - GOV.UK
Nottinghamshire MASH – report a concern – Report a new concern about a child | Nottinghamshire County Council
Health protection in childcare – Health protection in children and young people settings, including education - GOV.UK
Overview - Fabricated or induced illness - NHS
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs): Impact on brain, body and behaviour
Nottinghamshire Womens Aid - Nottinghamshire Women's Aid
Equation training Equation | Domestic Violence Nottinghamshire
Emotional wellbeing and mental health
Supporting the Mental Health of all children in the Early Years, a practical toolkit
Anna Freud – Early Years in Mind – Early Years in Mind Network | Anna Freud
Mind – We're Mind, the mental health charity | Mind
YoungMinds – YoungMinds | Mental Health Charity For Children And Young People | YoungMinds
Mental health and emotional wellbeing | Barnardo's
Maslow hierarchy of needs child-hierarchy-of-needs.jpg (724×517)
Bereavement Helping Children & Young People Through Trauma | Children's Bereavement Centre
Support for armed forces families Nottinghamshire | SSAFA
Support for families of prisoners Children & Young People - Prison Advice and Care Trust

Special Educational Needs and Disabilities Support
· SEND information advice and support services Home - Ask Us Nottinghamshire
Neurodevelopmental support service Neurodevelopmental support team (Family Service)
Neurodevelopmental pathway and support guidance The neurodevelopmental pathway and support guidance | Nottinghamshire County Council
SEND Inclusion Support Services SEND IS Early Years Factsheet
Health and basic needs
NHS Start4Life – Best Start in Life health advice - NHS
Advice on food and nutrition Healthier Families - Home - NHS
NHS healthy sleep tips – Relaxation Tips - The Sleep Charity
Communication, language and EAL
Mantra Lingua – Mantra Lingua UK | Dual language books and bilingual books and resources for bilingual children and parents and for the multi-lingual classroom.
Inspire libraries – Inspire - Culture, learning, libraries | Nottinghamshire County Council
Achievement and Equality Team EAL support Achievement and Equality Team | The East Midlands Education Support Service
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