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Attachment and Trauma in the Early Years: Supporting Children’s Emotional Wellbeing 
Hello everyone, my name is Silvi Yaneva. I have been researching attachment and trauma in children in early years and have put this into a presentation which I will explain to you.
This topic is important to the early relationships and every experience a young child comes up against plays an important role in shaping a child’s emotional wellbeing, the ability of learning, development and also their behaviour (Shonkoff et al., 2015; Center on the Developing Child, 2016). For practitioners the understanding of attachment and trauma is important as a lot of children bring their past experiences into early years settings showing this in their behaviour, emotions and also relationships (Geddes, 2018). During this presentation I will explain the meaning of trauma and attachment in a child at different stages of their life, how it affects their development and also how theories help give us a better understanding of this process. I will also put forward the importance of practitioners to support a child’s well-being through trauma and attachment aware practices (Department for Education, 2024). This will be supported through research and examples from practice.
The emotional bond between a child and their caregiver is attachment according to John Bowlby (Holmes, 2016). Attachment helps a child feel secure and safe in the environment they are in also this allows them to explore the world around them. With the experience the children feel consistent warm, responsive care they will start to develop a more secure attachment to the close caregiver (Geddes, 2018). When a child feels secure they build a more confident base to then will show curiosity thus helping them regulate the emotions they feel with the support they have (Prior and Glaser, 2017). They put their trust in the adults around them who look out to their needs and give them comfort. When needed. If a caregiver is not there for them and their needs children will show insecure attachment. This will affect how they react to stress, relationships with others and also their behaviour in an early years setting (Howe, 2019). other attachment researchers shows more of in depth views of Bowlby work explaining different attachment patterns. This includes a secure, avoidant and ambivalent attachment (Prior and Glaser, 2017). All these patterns show reflections of a child early life experiences. It’s important that practitioners understand the different attachment so they can show empathy rather than be judgemental (Geddes, 2018).
Trauma – when a child experiences trauma this can affect a child’s ability to cope in their everyday life. These can include abuse, neglect, domestic violence, separation, loss or significant loss, also a parent suffers with mental health (Department of Health and Social Care, 2018). A young child may not be verbal to express their trauma so they lash out showing bad behaviour or they become quiet and withdrawn (Perry and Szalavitz, 2017). Trauma can affect a child’s worth and how they feel about themselves. The people around them and the environment they are in can become unpredictable. They are in constant alert. They can become anxious, fearful, withdrawn or aggressive (Van der Kolk, 2015). A child who shows dissociation use these as a survival mechanism (Perry and Szalavitz, 2017). Bruce Perry research shows that trauma can affect a child’s emotional and stress response due to the brain systems. If a child experiences a lot of stress without the support of an adult their nervous system may stay in a constant alert mode thus making interaction with others more differcult, learning and development also suffers (Perry and Szalavitz, 2017). The first three years of a child life is when the brain develops more rapidly. During this period when supportive loving experiences and relationships are shaped according to international health organisations (2020) responsive care which helps with a healthy development of the brain (World Health Organization, 2020). Ongoing stress or a child can have severe long term effect for the brain development (Shonkoff et al., 2015).
Different behaviours of a child is a way of communicating. If a child experienced trauma this may show through their behaviour because of their emotional needs which have not been met (Bath, 2015). By understanding these behaviours practitioners can show compassion rather than respond with punishment (Geddes, 2018). A setting that understands trauma can promote a more safe trusting and emotionally regulated environment (Parker et al., 2021). Also an attachment aware practice involves a key worker making it a piority to build a strong relationship with the children they care for (Department for Education, 2024).
Practitioners who are working with children in the early years help with trust and develop emotional resilience. Practitioners play a key part in supporting children with their wellbeing by building secure relationships, being constant and responding to their individual needs, being calm when dealing with challenging behaviour, providing a safe environment and working together with parent’s carers families (Department for Education, 2024). A child who is going through transitions may become distressed, but getting support from an adult they are familiar with will help them gain confidence to get through this (O’Connor and McCartney, 2017). Through time they become less anxious and their trust will build. By working together with parents carers and also outside agencies reduces the impact of long term trauma (Department of Health and Social Care, 2018).
Conclusion
It important to understand that trauma and attachment play a big part in the development and emotional wellbeing in the early stages of a Childs life (Shonkoff et al., 2015). Through these experiences in the early years of a Childs life it helps them understand and respond to any challenges that come their way as they grow into adult life.
If children grow up in a safe secure and loved environment they are probably better at controlling their behaviour, be more resilient and more confident in themselves (Geddes, 2018). Through a more secure environment for example a supportive, secure relationship will give a child a better emotional structure to help them develop (Howe, 2019).
Children will learn that all their needs are met if they are cared and get consistent care, plus they will trust adults more if they get this (Prior and Glaser, 2017). By having this security around them children will feel more confident to explore the world. If children experience trauma and inconsistent attachment it could cause them to have difficulty in engaging with others, forming future relationships and learning stages of their development (Van der Kolk, 2015).
It is crucial that we identify these issues early because with early intervention it can cause the risks of ongoing emotional regulation, learning set backs and challenging behaviour in early years settings (Center on the Developing Child, 2016). Challenging behaviour is a sign that needs are not met for the child and this can cause a misunderstanding of their behaviour (Bath, 2015).
Practitioners with a good understanding of different behaviour will show empathy, give essential support rather giving, issuing punishment (Geddes, 2018). The role of a practitioner is to give support to children who have experienced trauma and insecure attachments. The interactions, responses will either give feelings of being safe or it can increase stress.
Providing good routines, being calm in difficult situations, being supportive emotionally, this helps a child feel secure and understood. Listening to a child, offering reassurance, understanding their feelings and empathetic giving of care and support will provide a great impact on a Childs well-being.
Self awareness and reflecting on how you deal with attachment and trauma is important to practitioners. The understanding of how you respond to a child behaviour, recognising how trauma impacts on a childs life will help a practitioner provide a professional compassionate response.
Reflecting on good practice, ongoing training will help practitioners become, feel more confident in providing, supporting children with emotional needs.
It is important to understand that working together with parents, carers, families is a way of giving effective support for the child. Families, parents, carers could have experienced loss, trauma or other issues. By giving, offering supportive communication will help to build trust between practitioners and families, parents, carers.
Working together, offering support, guidance, sharing any observations offering parents, carers, families additional services (outside agencies) will help reduce the severe impact that trauma can cause. By interacting with outside agencies such as social workers, health professionals and other agencies, this can help reduce any long term trauma as early intervention from the agencies can support positive developmental outcomes (World Health Organization, 2020).
Its important to understand by addressing trauma and attachment is not an extra responsibility, but a crucial part of good practice in early childhood. By providing good practice, a supportive environment responding to emotional needs, showing empathy can make a big lasting difference to a child life.
Early support can help with a Childs mental health; development and learning, wellbeing which will help children thrive into adult growth.
Thank you for listening!
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