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Good morning. Today I will be presenting how Bowlby’s Attachment Theory helps us understand the behaviour and developmental needs of Shona, a three-year-old child who has recently joined our early years nursery. I will explain the core ideas of the theory, apply it directly to Shona’s situation, suggest practical interventions we can implement within the nursery, discuss the combined influences of nature and nurture on her development, and finally consider both the value and the limitations of using this theory to guide our practice.






















Introduction and Background 
[bookmark: _Int_ebc6UtP3]Shona is three years old and has recently started attending our nursery. She shows clear signs of distress when her parents or carers leave her at the setting, communicates verbally less than we would typically expect for her age, and finds it difficult to join in with group activities or interact confidently with other children. As her key practitioners, our goal is to understand what lies beneath these behaviours and put in place a thoughtful support plan that will help Shona settle in well and thrive emotionally, socially, cognitively, and physically during her time with us.

Speaker Notes: 
When a child joins a new setting, especially one as young as Shona, it is very normal for them to take time to adjust. However, the patterns we are seeing in Shona’s behaviour give us important clues about her emotional needs, and this is where developmental theory becomes such a valuable tool. By using a recognised theoretical framework, we move beyond guesswork and can instead build our support on established understanding about how children grow and form relationships.




















Overview of Bowlby’s Attchament Theory 

Bowlby’s Attchament Theory: An Overview 

[bookmark: _Int_ltQ45PuJ][bookmark: _Int_i6v31lVc][bookmark: _Int_xJttxObj]John Bowlby first developed Attachment Theory during the mid-twentieth century, drawing on his work as a psychiatrist and his observations of children separated from their primary caregivers. He argued that forming strong, consistent emotional bonds is not simply something children learn through being rewarded or cared for; rather, attachment is an innate biological system that humans have evolved to ensure survival. From birth, infants are biologically programmed to seek proximity and comfort from the people who care for them, because having a reliable caregiver nearby offers protection and safety in an unpredictable world. Over time, this early relationship becomes the foundation upon which all future emotional and social development is built.

Speaker Notes: 
What makes Bowlby’s work so significant is that he placed emotional connection right at the centre of child development. Before this theory became widely accepted, people often thought of caregiving in terms of meeting physical needs such as food and shelter, but Bowlby showed that emotional security is just as vital to a child’s growth and wellbeing.


















Key Concepts of the Theory 

Key Concepts within Attachment Theory

[bookmark: _Int_ZO3D8dyf][bookmark: _Int_L1HFwqur]At the heart of Bowlby’s theory is the idea that young children need a reliable person they can trust, someone who acts as both a secure base from which they can confidently explore the world and a safe haven they can return to when they feel frightened, tired, or unsure. When children know there is someone consistent looking out for them, they feel safe enough to branch out, try new things, and learn from their environment. Another central concept is what Bowlby called the internal working model, which is essentially a mental framework that children build based on their early experiences of care. If their needs are met consistently and warmly, they learn that they are worthy of care and that other people can be trusted, whereas if their experiences are inconsistent or unresponsive, they may develop feelings of uncertainty or insecurity that affect how they relate to others later in life. Bowlby also proposed that the first three years of life represent a particularly important period for the formation of these early bonds, although he did not believe development was completely fixed after this time.

Speaker Notes: 
These ideas are important because they help us see that attachment is about much more than just a child liking their parent or key person. It is about building that deep sense of inner security that allows a child to feel confident enough to engage with the world around them.















Relevance to Early Years Development 

Why Attachment Theory Matters in Early Years Settings

[bookmark: _Int_DDH5wney][bookmark: _Int_pouGHmVh]Attachment Theory is especially relevant for professionals working in early years because the period from birth to five years old is when children are learning the most fundamental lessons about relationships and their own place in the world. Secure attachment has been consistently linked with better emotional regulation, stronger communication and language skills, greater confidence in exploring new environments, and more positive interactions with peers. When children attend nursery or preschool, they are experiencing one of their first major transitions away from the familiar people and surroundings of home, and the relationships they form with practitioners become an important additional source of security. This means that as early years professionals, we are not just supervising play or delivering activities; we are actively contributing to each child’s emotional development and helping shape their expectations about relationships.

Speaker Notes:
This is why the quality of our interactions with children like Shona really does matter. We become more than just people who look after her; we become important attachment figures in her life, and that is a position of both responsibility and opportunity.

















Applying the Theory to Shona’s Situation 

Understanding Shona’s Behaviour Through Attachment Theory 

[bookmark: _Int_6tK0DBHm][bookmark: _Int_L2HmLdsM][bookmark: _Int_0X29iuB0][bookmark: _Int_ULfM47Cx][bookmark: _Int_ygAaPnEh]When we look at Shona through the lens of Attachment Theory, her behaviours begin to make much more sense. Her anxiety when her carers leave is not a sign that she is being difficult or spoiled; it is a natural attachment response to being separated from the people she relies on for safety. Because she does not yet know us well or feel confident that this new environment is safe, she feels unsure and seeks the reassurance of the familiar adults she trusts. Her limited verbal communication may also be connected to this sense of insecurity, because children generally feel most comfortable expressing themselves freely when they feel emotionally secure. Similarly, her reluctance to join in group play comes from not yet having that secure base that would allow her to step forward and interact with others; once she feels safe and trusts us, she will naturally become more willing to explore and engage with her peers.

Speaker Notes:
The most important takeaway here is that Shona is not behaving this way because there is something wrong with her. She is simply telling us that she does not yet feel secure enough in this new setting, and our job is to help her build that sense of trust so she can settle in and develop at her own pace.
















Practical Strategies to Support Shona 

Proposed Strategies to Support Shona 

[bookmark: _Int_5UqTzJlg]Drawing directly on Attachment Theory, we can put in place several thoughtful approaches to help Shona feel secure and build positive relationships within our nursery. We will assign Shona a dedicated key person who will be consistently available to greet her in the mornings, support her throughout the day, and be the person she can turn to when she feels upset or unsure, so she gradually learns that there is someone reliable she can trust. We will work in partnership with Shona’s family to introduce her gradually to the setting, perhaps starting with shorter visits and slowly building up her time, and we will encourage her carers to say a clear, warm goodbye rather than slipping away unnoticed, so Shona learns that when they leave, they do return. We will maintain predictable daily routines and use visual cues such as pictures to show what will happen next, because knowing what to expect helps children feel more in control and less anxious. We will also allow Shona to bring a comfort object from home if it helps her feel connected to her family while she is with us, and we will respond warmly and patiently to her communications, validating her feelings and letting her know we understand even when she finds it hard to find her words. Instead of pushing her immediately into large group activities, we will begin by sitting near her and engaging in parallel play, which means playing alongside her rather than expecting her to join in right away, and we will invite her into interactions gently as she begins to feel ready.

Speaker Notes: 
None of these strategies are complicated or expensive, but they are all rooted in the same principle: we are helping Shona build a secure attachment with us, so she feels safe enough to grow and learn. Progress may be gradual, but by being consistent and patient, we give her the foundation she needs.










Nature and Nurture in Development 

Biological and Environmental Influences on Development 

[bookmark: _Int_avbrkkRS][bookmark: _Int_SifPWuGU][bookmark: _Int_BR1RLdWR]As we support Shona, we also need to remember that her development is shaped by both biological and environmental influences, often referred to as nature and nurture. From a biological perspective, every child is born with their own unique temperament, and some children are naturally more cautious, sensitive, or prone to anxiety than others. Bowlby himself recognised that the attachment system itself is part of our biological makeup, meaning the drive to form bonds is something all children share, but how each child responds to new situations can vary naturally from birth. However, these biological tendencies do not determine outcomes on their own, because environment and experience play a huge role in shaping how a child develops. The consistency of care Shona receives at home and here at nursery, the quality of her relationships, the stability of her daily life, and the warmth and responsiveness of the adults around her will all influence how her personality and confidence grow. Nature gives each child their starting point, but nurture determines how that potential unfolds, and the two interact constantly throughout development. Even a child who is naturally more anxious can grow to feel secure and confident when they receive consistent, loving, and responsive care over time.

Speaker Notes: 
This is really encouraging for us as practitioners because it means we can make a genuine difference. We cannot change Shona’s natural temperament, but we absolutely can shape the environment and experiences that help her feel safe, and that is often the most powerful influence of all.












Evaluating the Theory 

Evaluating the Usefulness and Limitations of Bowlby’s Theory

 
[bookmark: _Int_meQdTvKC][bookmark: _Int_DZJylUI7][bookmark: _Int_s1ZjFZ3P]Bowlby’s Attachment Theory has been enormously influential in health and social care, and it continues to shape how we organise early years provision today, including the key person approach used in nurseries across the United Kingdom. Its greatest strength is that it gives us a clear, evidence-based framework for understanding children’s emotional needs and behaviours, and it provides practical guidance that we can apply directly to improve the quality of care we provide. However, we also need to recognise that the theory has certain limitations. It originally placed quite a strong emphasis on the mother as the primary attachment figure, which does not always reflect modern family structures or the equally important roles that fathers, grandparents, foster carers, and other people play in children’s lives. Some critics also suggest the theory can appear somewhat deterministic, creating the impression that early experiences completely fix a child’s future, whereas we know that children are resilient and that supportive relationships later in life can also bring about positive change. Cultural differences also mean that ideas about independence, closeness, and family responsibility vary around the world, so what looks like secure attachment in one society may look different in another. Finally, while Attachment Theory explains emotional development exceptionally well, it does not cover every aspect of how children grow, and we should always use it alongside other perspectives to build a full picture of a child’s needs.

Speaker Notes: 
[bookmark: _Int_aTENC8O2]In short, Bowlby’s theory is an incredibly valuable guide, but it should not be the only way we understand children. We use it to inform our practice, but we also keep listening, observing, and learning from each individual child and their family.










Conclusion 

[bookmark: _Int_emwOhUzb]To conclude, Bowlby’s Attachment Theory provides us with a powerful framework for understanding why Shona is feeling anxious and how we can best support her during this important transition. Her behaviours are not signs of difficulty or delay; they are signals that she needs time, consistency, and patience to build trust and feel secure in her new environment. By becoming reliable, responsive adults in her life, we help Shona build that secure base from which she can gradually explore, communicate, play, and learn. While her temperament and biology influence how she responds to new experiences, the nurturing environment we create here at nursery will play a vital role in her emotional and social development. Used thoughtfully and alongside other perspectives, Attachment Theory helps us provide the kind of sensitive, consistent care that every child needs to flourish. Thank you for listening, and I am happy to answer any questions you may have.
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