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In this presentation, | will:

Explain the Bowlby's Attachment Theory as a key lifespan development theory
Apply this theory to Amira, a 3-year-old who is new to the nursery

Explore how the theory helps us understand her anxiety, limited verbal communication,
and difficulty with group play

Propose practical strategies to support her development in the nursery
Consider the impact of both biology (nature) and environment (nurture) on her behaviour

Critically evaluate the usefulness and limitations of Attachment theory in an early years
setting



What is the theory about?

® Bowlby argued that infants are biologically programmed to form attachments with caregivers for
survival (Bowlby, 1969).

® A secure attachment provides safety and a base for exploration (Ainsworth et al., 1978).

® Early attachment experiences form an internal working model that guides future relationships and
behaviour (Bowlby, 1988).

® Separation from the caregiver may lead to distress or anxiety, particularly if attachment is
insecure

Why is this theory relevant to early years development?

® Early childhood (0-5 years) is a critical period for forming attachments (Bowlby, 1988).
® Secure attachment supports:

® Emotional regulation

® Social skills and group play

® Confidence and independence

® Cognitive development through exploration

elps practitioners understand behaviours like anxiety, withdrawal, or limited social interaction in
ng children.



Key Concepts from Bowlby’s Attachment Theory

Secure Attachment

® A strong emotional bond formed when caregivers are responsive and consistent.

® Leads to confidence, emotional security, and willingness to explore (Ainsworth et al., 1978).
Secure Base

® The caregiver provides a ‘base’ from which the child feels safe to explore the environment (Bowlby,
1988).

Separation Anxiety
® Distress shown when separated from the caregiver.

®* Normal in toddlers, but persistent anxiety may indicate insecure attachment (Goldberg, Muir and Kerr,
2013).

Internal Working Model

® Mental blueprint formed from early relationships.

® Influences how the child views themselves, others, and future relationships (Bowlby, 1969).
ical / Sensitive Period (0-5 years)

ildhood is a crucial time for forming stable attachments (Bowlby, 1988).



Applying Bowlby's Attachment Theory to Amira

How the theory explains Amira’s current behaviour:

Separation Anxiety
* Amira becomes very distressed when her carers leave.

® Bowlby states that young children seek proximity to their primary attachment figure to feel safe (Bowlby,
1969).

® If a secure attachment is not yet formed with nursery staff, separation can lead to anxiety (Goldberg, Muir
and Kerr, 2013).

® Limited Verbal Communication

® Insecurely attached children may show reduced confidence in expressing needs (Ainsworth et al., 1978).
® Anxiety can reduce willingness to talk or engage socially.

® Attachment security supports language development as children feel safe to explore and communicate.
Difficulty in Group Play

ithout a secure base, children are less likely to explore or interact with peers (Bowlby, 1988).

ay feel unsure of adults in the environment, leading to withdrawal or solitary play.



How the theory highlights her developmental needs:

* Consistent and responsive caregiving to build trust and security.

 Emotional reassurance to reduce anxiety.

» Gradual transition and key person approach to help her form attachment to a familiar adult.
* Predictable routines to create a sense of safety.

 Encouragement and modelling of social interactions in small groups.

e Support for communication through warm interactions, eye contact, and language-rich play.

Does the theory consider biological influences (Nature)?

Yes — Bowlby viewed attachment as innate.

*Babies are biologically programmed to seek closeness to caregivers for survival (Bowlby, 1969).\
*The fear of separation is a natural, adaptive response.

*Genetics and temperament may also affect how easily a child attaches.

In Amira’s case:
Her anxiety could partly stem from an innate sensitivity or shy temperament, making her more
vulnerable to separation distress.



Does the theory consider environmental influences (Nurture)?

Yes - the quality of caregiving shapes attachment security.

* Responsive, sensitive caregiving — secure attachment (Ainsworth et al., 1978).

* Inconsistent or unfamiliar care — insecure attachment, anxiety, withdrawal.

» Past experiences with caregivers form her internal working model —
expectations of how adults respond (Bowlby, 1988).

* The nursery environment (new place, new adults, routines) can affect her
attachment.

In Amira’s case:

» Being new to the nursery means she has not yet formed trust.

* Environmental changes (new setting, separation from parents) are influencing her
behavior.

e Positive, nurturing interactions in the nursery can help improve her attachment

and development.



Strategies to Support Amira (Based on Bowlby’s Attachment
Theory)

The Key Person Method
® Assign Amira a dependable adult to help them form a safe bond.

® lessens separation anxiety and offers emotional stability (Johnson, 2018).

Plan for Gradual Settling-In and Transition
® brief first meetings with the carer in attendance.
® Increase the time apart gradually.

® encourages trust and attachment transfer (Murray and Palaiologou, 2020).

Predictability and Regular Routines
¢ She feels safer when she follows a regular daily routine.

® reduces worry by being prepared (Berends, Schneider and Lamb, 2023).



Sensitive, Responsive Interactions
» Staff should notice and respond to Amira’s cues (comfort, reassurance).
« Builds a secure base and emotional regulation.

Emotion Coaching
» Label and validate Amira’s emotions (“I know you miss mummy”).
» Teaches emotional understanding and coping (Denham, 2023).

Support for Social Play (Small Group)

« Start with 1:1 or small group play with adult support.

Gradually build confidence in peer interactions (Amanda Sheffield Morris, Williamson and
Springerlink (Online Service, 2018).

Language and Communication Support

Use warm, face-to-face communication.

Model simple language during play.

Secure attachment improves language learning (Smith and Hart, 2014).



Critical Evaluation: Bowlby’s Attachment Theory (Applied to Amira)

Strengths (why it helps with Amira)

explains the need for a "secure base" and separation anxiety: Amira's anxiety during drop-off and
her reluctance to participate in group play are closely related to Bowlby's central concepts (Bowlby,
1969).

Clear, actionable advice: Assumes that regular, considerate care (e.g., a key person, regular
routines) can boost exploration and decrease anxiety.

Strong empirical connections to results According to meta-analyses, stable attachment is linked to
improved social skills and emotional control, which may help Amira play with her peers more
effectively (Carr, 2025).

Considers nature + nurture: Posits an innate system for proximity-seeking while emphasising the
quality of caregiving and early experiences (Bowlby, 1969).



Limitations (what it risks missing for Amira)

Overemphasis on the primary carer: Although many children develop numerous attachments
(parents, practitioners) that might be protective, early formulations run the risk of prioritising a
single bond.

« Temperament confusion: Amira's disengagement may be caused by her temperament on its
own, as high shyness and behavioural inhibition can mimic attachment insecurity.

» Critique of determinism: Although early attachment has an impact, development is malleable;
positive nursery experiences can enhance trajectories; attachment by itself does not dictate
results (Howe, 2009).

 Limited discussion of language and cognitive mechanisms: Bowlby takes into consideration
Amira's confidence in exploring, but he provides less precise advice on how to scaffold
language or certain cognitive play abilities, which are crucial for her limited verbal
communication.



Other theories that might be more useful (or complementary) for Amira

« Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory: Focuses on socially mediated learning (scaffolding, language
as a tool of thought). Helps plan adult-guided small-group play, modelling language, and peer
mediation—directly targeting Amira’s communication and group play (Vygotsky, 1978).

* Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory: Clarifies play types and schemas typical at 3 years;
informs expectations for parallel — associative play progression and activities that match her
developmental stage (Piaget, 1977).

* Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model: Captures multi-layered influences (family routines, nursery
policies, community/culture). Useful for aligning home, nursery transitions and engaging carers in
consistent strategies (Lerner and Steinberg, 2009).

« Temperament frameworks: Recognise individual differences (e.g., behavioral inhibition). Suggest
gradual exposure, predictable routines, and low-arousal settings to support shy/anxious children
(Eisenberg and Netlibrary, 2006).

Bottom line for Amira

* Best fit: Her separation anxiety can be better understood, and attachment based settling techniques
(key person, sensitive responding, predictable routines) can be created using Bowlby's theory.
However, for a comprehensive support plan, use Vygotskian scaffolding for social and language play,
ttachment informed care, Bronfenbrenner (home, nursery alignment), and temperament-aware
hods. Amira's communication, peer engagement, and emotional stability are all likely to improve
is integrated perspective.



Usefulness of Bowlby’s Attachment Theory for Amira
Highly useful because:
® It clearly explains Amira’s separation anxiety, withdrawal, and need for security.

® Provides practical, evidence-based strategies (e.g., key person, sensitive caregiving, routine) that
are commonly used in early years settings.

®* Emphasises the importance of emotional security as the foundation for social, cognitive, and
language development.

However, not fully complete alone:
® Does not fully explain communication delays or how to scaffold language and play.

® Needs to be combined with other theories (e.g., Vygotsky for social interaction and language,
Bronfenbrenner for wider influences).

® Overall judgement:

Bowlby’s theory is very useful as a starting point for understanding Amira's emotional and social
needs.

It provides essential insight into attachment and anxiety, guiding how practitioners build trust and
security.

But to fully support Amira’s development, attachment theory must be integrated with other
evelopmental theories.



Which has the biggest influence on development — Nature or Nurture?
Both are important, but in Amira’s case... NURTURE has a greater influence.

Why Nurture is more significant here:

 Amira’s behaviour (anxiety, limited play, low communication) is strongly linked to her experiences
and relationships in the environment.

» Secure attachments and sensitive caregiving can reduce anxiety and improve development.
e Early years settings can change developmental outcomes through high-quality interactions.

Nature still plays a role:

» Biological temperament (e.g., shyness or sensitivity) may make Amira more anxious.
» Attachment behaviour is biologically programmed.

Final judgement:

Nature may create predispositions, but

Nurture (environment, relationships, caregiving) has the biggest impact on Amira’s development
because it can either support or intensify her biological traits.
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