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                                             ABSTRACT




This review of literature will focus on the relationship between attachment and the impact on learning in early childhood. Firstly, I will review briefly the history of attachment theory in order to present an understanding of its origin and empirical importance to the present day. Expansive research suggests that poor early childhood attachment significantly affects a child’s ability to learn and reach their full potential. This review will focus on establishing the impact poor attachment imposes on a child’s learning in the early stages of life as it is rapid. Particular attention is made on negative attachments in the early phases of life and the empirical evidence of the limitations on their ability to learn when entering early childhood settings, pre-school, nursery and schools. Despite the wealth of limitations evident through research there is however findings to suggest acknowledgement of the importance positive attachment has both at home and early childhood settings and the need for high quality early childhood experiences in order to help minimise the risk of poor development and learning. “Protection of attachment should be recognised as a professional responsibility of all who work with children. It must not be regarded as someone else’s job” (Rees, 2007).
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       Chapter 1:            INTRODUCTION





Within this literature review I will be looking at the quality and role of the first relationship between the primary caregiver and the child and the effect of a poor attachment has on learning. Learning is an extremely broad term which can include social, emotional, behaviour development, but will look to focus more closely on the cognitive development which covers language, reasoning, memory, intelligence and attention in early childhood. My interests lay between vulnerable children with poor insecure attachments and the underachievement in their learning which will impact massively on reaching their developmental milestones, willingness to learn and misguided perception in learning environments that they are unwilling, uninterested and are misunderstood. Geddes (2006) supports this view and explains that children seemingly to refuse to take part can be seen as defiant and despite best efforts to include and help those children, teachers and caregivers who are not educated on attachment theory and the significant ‘links between children’s early experience, emotional well-being, learning and performance in school’. Warning all concerned and in connection in the child’s early childhood of the paramount importance of attachment theory and if understood would limit the confusion for both children and adults concerned. As the relationship between the teacher and pupil is important for all  it is however more importantly to those at risk, as secure relationships and attachments formed will support and stimulate them in their learning and emotional intelligence (Motataianu 2018, p84).











                                     Attachment Theory

There are many different opinions and views on the theory of attachment. John Bowlby is considered as the most well-known theorist on attachment theory. He believed that attachment began at infancy which continued throughout life forming many innate systems of behaviour which are needed for survival. The exploration systems and attachment are at the forefront of his theory (Elliot and Reis,2003). 
 John Bowlby’s theory derived from his experience working within the school setting in 1944 with poorly behaved boys who showed signs of struggle in their behaviour and ability to learn (Geddes 2018). This prompted Bowlby to explore children’s early life experiences and the effects on social and emotional development, as he argued children who lacked consistency of care or raised in institutions in early childhood showed signs of distress and were incapable of receiving or giving any type of affection, their responses to emotions were not seen as normal, and were more likely to lie and steal (Kanieski 2010).
  Bowlby expressed his concerns for these children who did not form adequate attachments to the primary caregiver and not experiencing loving care by their mother/primary caregiver, maternal deprivation giving it the term ‘Pathogen” (Bowlby 1951). This prompted John Bowlby to focus on understanding what promoted and constituted to positive attachment rather than focusing on attachment disorders, this in turn would form the foundation of what became Bowlby’s attachment theory (Kanieski 2010).

Carrying Bowlby’s theory forward would be the work of a colleague, Mary Ainsworth. She went on to conduct extensive research and observations on the interaction between children and their mothers and would be the first to recognise individual differences in attachment behaviour and the internal working models of attachment relationships in infants throughout the first year of life (Ainsworth et al 1978). 
 She conducted a procedure within a laboratory setting which would become historically known as the ‘Strange Situation”. This would measure attachment quality by exposing each infant to increasing levels of stress. The outcome of the study would not only result in attachment styles but would be extremely influential in the world of psychology and child development.
  According to the results of the observations within the study Ainsworth (1963) presented clearly the infants who were securely attached as those who cried less were to be seen more content with their mothers. She went on to define children with insecure attachments were those who cried a great deal whilst needing the mother’s attention a lot more and were more reluctant to explore their environment, even with comfort of their mother’s presence (Ainsworth 1963). 
 Geddes (2018) expresses the observations resulted within the study rose awareness and significance of a ‘secure enough’ attachment and indicated the importance of early experiences to prepare children for future life in terms of coping with relationships and life experiences with others. 
 ‘The implications for learning are significant, and awareness of the effects of early experiences on behaviour and expectations can inform teachers and early year professionals about the way that the challenges of learning can impact on the child’ (Geddes 2018 p16
Chapter 2:                    Literature Review

Early experiences

Parents play an important part in their children’s learning, development, emotions and are in fact the child’s first teacher. A wealth of research and their findings suggest continuously, that consistent positive early experiences in early life help develop learning, growth and secure attachments to their primary caregiver. Siddiqi (2007) supports this with the findings for The Health Organization on Social Determinants of Health which states the home environment as the primary source for children’s early experiences. Experiencing and creating a calm, happy, stimulating home environment will help a child to develop healthily and enhance learning (Sylva et al 2004). 
 Frailburg (1959, quoted in Malekpour, 2007, p81) supports historically that, “Our personal identity- is achieved through the early bonds of child and parent. Conscience itself, the most civilising of all achievements in human evolution, is not part of constitutional endowment, but the endowment of parental love and education”.

Landry, et al (2006) carried out an experiment to determine whether it was possible to facilitate a mother’s positive response to their children and if it enhanced early in learning. This was across a 10-week period with 264 mother and child that took part in the study. What emerged from the study would be seen as very intriguing to the developmental world and research. As it revealed that the mothers who were given training and strategies that were focused on learning and play showed a significant increase in their behaviours and communication with their child which concluded post training. They also displayed improvements in their own behaviour thus passing the benefits onto their children naturally. This is a very positive step into possible interventions and their success which will play a critical role into possible implementations in relationships, pre-school and other learning and educational settings.

Fogel (2009) also focuses on the effectiveness on children’s brain development in the early years and suggests that the quality and strength of relationships between parents, family and small children affect the brains capacity and functions to learn. Also supported by Bradley (2002) children had better developmental outcomes when they experienced warn, nurturing, positive responses from their care-givers such as interaction, communication and simple things like reading with them.

The strongest indicator for children who do not form positive attachments is seen to be in the care of a parent who may not be securely attached themselves. Moulin (2014) state the reasons for this may be due to emotional stress, poverty or who are maybe young themselves who do not have the necessary skills, knowledge and understanding. This is the focal point and evidence from research where support and guidance are of paramount importance to help the formation of positive secure attachments which are the base for healthy development, milestone attainment, learning and reaching full individual potential. Therefore, early experiences should be fundamentally focused upon within services and 
policies for families with young children.
 Secure Attachment

It is safe to say that different forms of attachment styles can predict different cognitive outcomes. Mikulincer (2003) express the children who have secure positive attachments will tend to have less-negative emotions, memories and attributions, who will develop into a more balanced, more creative and more active compared to those who have insecure ones.
 According to Mary (Ainsworth 1967 p. 397) it is shown that maternal responsiveness and care is significant and explains a child’s positive attachment and security, ‘Sensitivity of the response to signals implies that signals are perceived and correctly interpreted, and that the response is prompt and appropriate’. Sullivan (2007) believes with a better understanding of the complex nature of early child hood experiences between the primary care-giver-infant relationship will help us to improve our environments and risk outcomes for children.

With neuroscience currently supporting and confirming whilst children’s development, learning, health and well-being in the first five years are crucial to the brain and last a lifetime. Research proves time and time again that from birth children are ready to learn and do this best in nurturing relationships (Winter 2010 p5). These should not be ignored and can give us the opportunity to change course with resources and time dedicated in the hope and potentially limit the time children are in more unfavourable environments. As the more secure attachment a child has to their caregiver the more able, they are to have the confidence to become less dependent and learn to develop more positive relationships with others (Malekpour 2007). It is this evidence that suggests children become who they are, heavily influenced of the kind of early attachment behaviours they have been exposed to.

McElwain (2008) carried out a study and researched childhood relationships. Their focus on the relationship quality with their caregiver influenced the way they behaved with their peers. This study included over 1000 families and looked at the process in which a secure mother and child attachment at the age of 3 years old related with the quality of friendships between the children in primary school at the age of 8. The evidence that came from the observations were that of the children who had a secure attachment to their caregivers at the age of 3 displayed a wider range of vocabulary and language, which developed by age 4 and half years old presenting fewer hostile attributions. These were then tested through made up scenarios and pretend play so see if the child displayed and determined if such acts were on purpose or an accident. Better quality of friendships determined and matched the secure attachment between mother and child in the early stages as they communicated effectively as opposed to a cold and less responsive connection. This evidently shows the importance secure attachments has in early childhood and the effects on the ability to develop a sense of security, self- worth and self- confidence in order to explore the environment around them freely and reciprocate other’s emotions and feelings in order to form and create new attachments with others.

Supporting McElwain findings is that of Baby Bonds, The Sutton Trust, who state that a secure attachment and the development of early literacy work hand in hand.  It could be argued that children with secure bonds are more motivated and receptive to learn, or do they have better teachers who support them better in language, cognition and early 
development? It is however very evident that children who are emotionally secure, thrive.


Insecure Attachment

When children do not form secure attachments to their mother or primary caregiver during the first months, and years of early life, they will often show signs of developmental delay. During early childhood the negative impact can present themselves in the child’s ability to cope socially, temper tantrums, withdrawn, clinginess and signs of aggressiveness. Lewis (2015) says that these behaviours will not only impact on the ability to form relationships but will also impact on their learning from infancy, childhood and beyond. There are many factors as to why insecure attachments are generated but a few possible examples could be the parent’s mental health, drug dependency, alcohol dependant, living in poverty and lack of secure attachment themselves.  
 Through these factors it is inevitable to affect the child which can result in frustration in the child as their needs are not being met and feels that the parents are unresponsive so therefor lack trust in their carer, in themselves, becoming insecure rather than secure (Haiman 2019). Geddes (2018) expresses that from insecurity in the early years of life the capacity for resilience is hindered. Therefor challenges to learn may seem overwhelming rather than interesting, and difficulty in engaging and can trigger stress and anxiety causing the child to be seen as difficult, disconnected, disinterested and disruptive.

 However, this is clearly not the case. In most cases there are reasons, educated reasons that anyone in contact or work with children should be informed and aware of. This to limit the pre conceptions of certain behaviours in young children seen to be unacceptable. We should seek to see as to why and not just to assume.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Collette (2015) have found that children with behaviours that are challenging and show signs of attachment disorder can engage with  new social partners and sometimes better engagedas they may be over compensating for the lack of secure attachment they have with their primary caregiver. This confirms that in very young children we have the ability for intervention and that early educators can establish and form positive secure attachments with children in their care. This showing that they are able to foster and encourage meaningful relationships minimising initial damage caused. 

This opens up the pathways with child’s ability to learn after experiencing insecure attachments. As children who are able to be resilient and have the capacity to regulate their emotions can benefit academically and emotionally in early child care settings, pre-school and school (Collette 2015 p9). 
 ‘The same neuroplasticity that leaves emotional regulation, behavioural adaption, and executive functioning skills vulnerable to early disruption by stressful environments also enables their successful development through focused interventions during sensitive periods in their maturation (Shonkoff 2011p 982).



Early Childhood Settings 

We can agree that from previous research and findings we have gathered within this review infant attachment to the primary caregiver is critical in the initial programming and survival of life-long cognitive and emotional capabilities (Sullivan 2011). As healthy mother and child’s attachments shows positive impact on child’s developmental outcomes. Now we know this there is a fundamental gap with provisions to support mother and child relationships, family, early child care settings and school.
 There are an increasing number of mothers who return to work due to many different personal and outside factors. Whilst there are many attachment causes, mental health, substance abuse, poverty that have previously touched upon, as this literature review is central to the affects on a child’s learning the cause of attachment is not the focus. What is of paramount importance is how we can limit negative attachment impacts on small children in the hope this will then positively impact on their learning, giving them the best possible chance of reaching their full potential.

Many children attend early child-care settings and the quality of care is so important for the development of a child’s psychological feelings, happiness and well-being. The quality of childcare can have a profound affect and ability to boost development with the right knowledge and understanding of children, family situations and backgrounds. Shirvanian (2017) expresses the worst-case scenario and most detrimental to the child would be to have insecure attachments at home combined with low quality child care subsequently exposing them to more insecurity and possible future cognitive and emotional problems.
‘Thereby, attachment-based child care can significantly reduce the occurrence of insecure attachments and improve quality of childhood’ (Shirvanian et al 2017 p 98).

Shaver (2010) explain research studies are quite limited as the study of attachment in child care is quite a new experimental and theoretical field. However, there are some study’s to be drawn upon to give a bigger picture and a clearer perceptive and understanding. From findings Read (2014) was one of the first to bridge the gap between early child care and attachment theory. Developing new policies and practical guidelines that would reform current early year practices and put them on the right path to encourage and support the importance of secure caregiver and child relationships.

Lee (2016) went on to implement the primary caregiver framework successfully. This went onto confirm and demonstrate that care and the developing child when combined is far more effective. It should be considered as a highly effective intervention visualising a new generation of secure relationships being built between children and their caregivers. This can then be filtered and help educate parents about positive parenting and awareness of the importance of attachment base relationships.





Attachment links to the classroom

Research shows that many children today are underachieving in schools with children displaying challenging behaviours, significant amounts of stress which will impede on a child’s ability to learn and reach developmental milestones. There is a strong link with the attachment awareness and appropriate responses from the teacher within the classroom and if dealt with appropriately, can reduce the stress of the teacher and pupil. Geddes (2018) one of the most crucial times in a child’s life it the start of school. School for the more securely attached pupil will be seen as less daunting more quickly than a child whom attachment history experience has been unreliable. This can present challenges and behaviour issues as uncertainties are triggers affecting the ability to teach the learning task.

For many years, disruptive behaviours, lack of interest, aggressive responses and poor development were over-looked and were often labelled ‘naughty’. It is important to state there are other factors to be considered however this focus will be on asking why? are these behaviours prevalent whilst linking to characteristics of the child’s history and possibilities of poorly developed relationships. Scroufe (1996) has argued that poor attachment leads to frustration, anxiousness, in children and the feeling of helplessness whilst becoming emotionally disconnected and aggressive. This can be seen as a child as independent who lacks support and creates distance however this is not the case. Children who seem to be avoidant actually want more attention from their teachers and need more contact but are unable to convey their emotions appropriately. This is where there is an overwhelming need on making teachers and other professionals aware.

Understanding and the awareness of children’s early experiences, relationships, of their ‘inner world’ will help shed light on the processes and ability to support their readiness to
explore the cognitive and social challenges of the school environment (Drake 2014).
Rose (2015) supports the importance of attachment awareness and although attachment is well known to other professionals within the health and social care sector, it is less understood amongst teachers and schools. Increasingly there has been current progress in research in the attachment and its relevance to pupils and their classroom teacher.

Pilot studies across England and Wales have been working alongside health care professionals and increasing teacher’s knowledge and understanding into attachment theory and possible implications in the classroom and these pilot studies are yielding some positive and promising results as they become more attachment aware. These show signs of improvement in the reduction of poor attendance, disruptive behaviour and improvements in their learning scoring higher levels than expected whilst also better relationships with both child, peers and staff.

However, there are some critics who say that the focus on ‘Attachment’ may distract teachers from their academic focus as they are there to teach and not to council. Considering this point there is overwhelming evidence to suggest this is not the case and seen to have a profound improvement on their learning as well as their health and well-being.

Chapter 3:          Conclusion and Recommendations


It has become apparent from the literature the importance of positive secure attachments between the primary caregiver and child and the impact it has on the child’s ability to learn and fully develop to be able to reach their full potential. From the wealth of literature reviewed there was overwhelming evidence form research and studies conducted how attachment and a child’s learning are heavily linked during early childhood. Although other factors need to be considered also, given the empirical evidence showing on attachment and the theory one would argue attachment to be one of the main factors if not ‘the’ main factor in the links between early childhood emotional well-being, development and cognition.

Given the importance of attachment in early year settings and at home it is not surprising that it has a major influence in todays early childhood practice. In recent years there has been widespread progress incorporating attachment into early childhood policies and the curriculum involving all practitioners, professionals involved with young children and families, expressing the importance to understand the importance on attachment and relationships of a child feeling special to at least one primary caregiver.

Drawing on from the evidence presented within this literature review there has been great progress made over the last decade within early childhood services, settings and schools.
Family and parental support initiatives covering many topics and areas to become better parents with the guidance and support they need. This then passes onto the child where they will experience better relationships, environments and learning opportunities. Parental programs have shown to have a positive impact on all concerned and most effective on supporting the child’s development which prepares them for school and the readiness to learn.

Children transition better when they are socially and self-aware and who have formed positive relationships. They are able to explore their environments freely without any signs of distress. Also having basic cognitive ability, language and social skills leads to a smooth transition where they are eager and ready to learn.

With such progress made and continuing to grow and develop to this day, I would suggest we are moving in the right direction. The progress in last few years whilst looking through policies, practices, funded government programmes and initiatives is extremely positive.
More recently the application of attachment theory in schools. Schools acknowledge the link of academic success and the security of attachment and the important role of the teacher and child relationship.

I would conclude and argue that the role of attachment and its theory is the core aspect of affective learning and classroom performance. Understanding all these factors will not only improve the child’s cognitive development but also enhance teaching skills and overall academic achievement of the school.
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