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Has your baby’s 
Development 
been hampered by Lockdown?
COVID LOCKDOWN
BABIES

As we care and nurture our babies, we strive to ensure that they have the best possible upbringing that we can provide. I have sat for many painstaking hours encouraging my baby, with coos, claps and gasps of delight, while they smile, grasp, crawl or walk.  
You too, I bet?  
But has their ability to hit such desired milestones been removed by the isolation caused by Covid? Has Covid isolation hampered their physical and cognitive development as well as their social and emotional development?
How has Covid Social Isolation affected our children?
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The difference between how our babies were socialised throughout the covid isolation period and now, with no restrictions, has been considerable.  The social development of a child is its ability to express itself through the process of interacting with others.  According to Greenway (2014), communicating well, being tolerant to others and listening to differing viewpoints prior to action, leads to a healthy social development.
This role modelling of social behaviour has therefore been entrusted to us care providers with each milestone or new experience being encouraged, or not, solely by us the caregivers, with limited outside interaction.
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The importance of social interaction and validation at a young age is highlighted in the following video, Tronick’s Still Face Experiment: https://youtu.be/f1Jw0-LExyc 
In a recent Guardian article, Godwin (2021) wonders how much babies have missed out on with the lack of social interaction to their emotional and cognitive development, as he feels that this is fundamental in the first few months of a child’s life.  Babies need playgroups to enrich sociability, to become adaptable broadminded individuals.  Instead, isolation through covid is developing “clingy, anxious” children.  In a study by child developmental specialist at Oxford Brookes University, Dr N Gonzalez-Gomez has noted that many babies “had developed a fear of strangers” as they have missed out on meeting normal social circles of people by only interacting with primary caregivers.
This idea of social interaction playing a formidable part in our child’s development is contrary to Jean Piaget’s constructivist theory of development (Pritchard, 2018, p. 20-26).  He believed that a child’s ability occurred due to age related developmental stages
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Piaget’s view of a child’s development is that it is child centred with self-initiated learning and discovery regardless of environment and external influences (Gray and MacBlain, 2015, p.5) and that children are not capable of understanding concepts and accomplishing certain tasks under they have reached a particular developmental stage (The Psychology Notes Headquarters, 2018). He believes that children naturally become curious and begin to ask questions in order to learn when they are old enough to express themselves better. Under Piaget’s theory, Covid isolation and lack of social interaction should therefore play no part in a child’s development.



It is seen in another Guardian article (Geddes, 2022) that it appears that lockdown babies have failed to meet some developmental milestones compared to babies born before the covid isolation. 
This is confirmed by a study by the CORAL Study Group where it was found that these babies saw fewer people speaking to them without masks and had also heard a smaller range of language (Byrne et al, 2022).
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Interestingly the article also found that these same babies were faster to crawl as, rather than being strapped into pushchairs and cars, they had spent more time on the floor.  This environmental factor on development is echoed by Lev Vygotsky, a Russian developmental psychologist, who had a differing view to Piaget and believed that a caregiver leads an activity for a child in order to provide a “scaffolding” for a learning experience whilst giving more control to the child slowly allowing them to learn and grow through social interactions. He saw a significant impact on a child’s learning from the social interactions, community and culture influences that the child is immersed in for the child to “make meaning”. He believed that a child could learn through a tiered process where development is highly influenced by language and social interaction (Arthur and Peterson, 2012, p.77).  This he called a zone of proximal development.
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These zones are ‘gaps’ between what a child knows or can do alone and the assistance (scaffolding) that we can provide as caregivers, knowledgeable others, to enable the children to develop their ability to problem solve and instil values and beliefs.  These experiences, knowledge and skills filled in by us the caregivers are essential to the child’s development.


Covid Isolation or not, I believe that the developmental milestones that our children achieve relies on a combination of both our input as caregivers and external environmental social influences. 
There are many Milestone Checklists available on the web for you to use, the link below is a helpful one: 
https://pathways.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/MilestonesChecklist_English_8.5x11_2020.pdf 




If you would like to take a look at some key developmental milestones, click the link below:

https://youtu.be/SBFnO2FCdeE 
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Having recently read an article from “The Conversation” (Alcock, 2022) I understand that lockdown children have been later to meet some language and communication milestones. Through isolation they may not know as many words as their peers.
“The important thing to remember is that however you talk to your toddler now, it’s likely to help them. Whether this is part of a dedicated sit-down play session, getting them to help you with things around the house, or learning to do what adults are doing – it’s all good”.                                                                               (Alcock, K. 2022)

We can all as parents do more, we can encourage, motivate, challenge and support our children by just listening and talking to them more. If their cognitive and emotional development has been hampered, then they can catch up.
So let us get talking to them today.  I will, will you?
WHAT WE DO NOW WILL SHAPE THEIR FUTURE
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Attachment 
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 Is the emotional bond with another person really that important?
    


Can the emotional bond (attachment) that we form with another person, from the moment we are born, impact on our social and emotional development in childhood and even go as far as adulthood?







  Having connected with my own babies, two of which are now grown adults, I believe that, as a mother, the safe haven and secure base that I created for them has directly impacted on my children’s future and ability to survive.



John Bowlby (1907-1990), a well-known psychologist, psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, recognised for his work on the development of attachment theory, strongly believed that a lack of attachment to a primary carer, namely the mother, would have an adverse effect on mental health and behaviour issues later in life.  Bowlby (1958) emphasises that the first year of a child’s life is when their attachment behaviour is established through instinctive responses to its mother and that the removal of this attachment or bond will create repercussions later in life.
According to Bowlby, the attachment to the mother improved the chances of a child’s survival.  
‘Psychoanalysts have been at one in recognizing a child’s first human relationship as the foundation stone of his personality… it can now be taken for granted that all are agreed on the empirical fact that within twelve months almost all infants have developed a strong tie to a mother-figure’
(Bowlby, 1971, p221)

He specified that there were 4 stages of attachment development:
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Mary Ainsworth (1913-1999), a developmental psychologist, also advocates this important issue of attachment. A study detailed in a journal article, Ainsworth (1970) used a controlled laboratory environment, which she called a “strange situation” or unfamiliar situation to note the interaction of attachment behaviour, the ability to explore and the anxiety and fear of them when separated from their primary carer. Take a look at her study in practice in the following video link:
THE STRANGE SITUATION 
https://youtu.be/QTsewNrHUHU
I have certainly noticed behaviour differences interacting with anxiety and fear with my child when I have removed myself from their situation and their relief on our reunion.


Attachment Theories - Bowlby
Bowlby’s believed that there were 4 main components to attachment.  
Safe haven
Secure base
Proximity maintenance
Separation distress
Attachment gives you a good foundation which gives the ability to form secure relationships in the future.
It also promotes future survival.
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Attachment Theories -Ainsworth 
Whilst Ainsworth agreed that Bowlby’s theories were important, she developed them further and split attachment up into types, 
Secure
Anxious
Avoidant
Resistant
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In a recent Times Educational Supplement (TES) Magazine article, Psychoanalyst Peter Fonagy (2023), like Bowlby, believes that a child enters the world unprepared and that it looks to its primary caregiver for care and knowledge about its environment.  The caregiver is literally a caretaker as a teaching mechanism to divulge new knowledge about our environment as the infants’ brain is immediately ready to learn.
However he is confident that in order to learn, a child must believe that the adult is trustworthy. A child will then be more open to learning through its own experiences in this safe environment and will become less needy and closed off.  
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Is the Mother figure alone vital for a child’s social and emotional development?






The Telegraph (2013)
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Although it is understood that the primary carer plays an important role in the forming an attachment with a child, Bowlby claim that it is solely the role of the mother has been disputed. In an article in Early Child Development and Care Journal by Newland (2010), an interview with John Bowlby’s son, Sir Richard Bowlby discusses the father’s role within the attachment theory.  Here he states that research has show that there are two separate roles in the attachment process for mother and father and that they equally share the attachment aspects of providing a safe haven and “trusted companion during exploration” (Grossman et al. 2022, p.327).  The mother’s role is to provide security and love and the father’s to provide challenging and exciting experiences. He is also aware that the role of secondary attachments play a role in the security and exploration of the child’s development.
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Dual primary attachment figures proposed by Richard Bowlby. Source: Richard Bowlby’s personal lecture notes, 2006


Another child psychiatrist to challenge Bowlby’s theory, that a child’s development is dependant on a mothers role solely, is Professor Sir Michael Rutter (1933-2021). In Maternal Deprivation Reassessed (1972) he demonstrated that in almost a third of cases the primary attachment was not with the mother but with the father and that the bond was just as successful  and could also be replicated with children forming many attachments. 

[image: Parents face backlash after sharing a list of strict rules for visiting  their baby | The Independent]The Independent (2022)

The video link on his 
Attachment Deprivation theory is below:

https://youtu.be/igC9R45TS5E




[image: Stresses of bringing up children alone 'makes illness more likely later in  life' | Daily Mail Online]

He believed that children of single parents were more likely to have poorer developmental outcomes and the stress on a single parent to furnish enough love and time to provide support, a safe haven and secure environment would be harder than in a couple.
 (Telegraph Obituaries, 2021)
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His theme that it is privation rather than material deprivation is more damaging to children’s emotional development and that it was not solely due to lack of attachment to their mother but a lack of social experiences and stimulation.  In an article in (SimplyPsychology.org, McLeod 2008) Rutter argues that privation is where a child fails to developed an attachment rather than Bowlby’s theory that deprivation is the loss of or damage to an attachment.




These theories through early childhood studies have been highly valuable research in exploring the importance of bonding between parents and children.  According to Jarvis in a recent Times Educational Supplement (TES) Magazine article (Jarvis, 2019), current evidence also shows the importance of a “requirement for human societies to provide secure, nurturing environments for infants (if the society in question wishes to increase psychological health and economic productivity in future generations).”  Yet alarmingly, in a society where approximately a third of all children are currently living in poverty, the stress to the family unit is immense and hence providing those basic attachment needs of safety, security and physical presence of parents can by almost insurmountable.
 I believe that our attachments in the early days really do matter. So we must do what we can!
Let us provide them with an emotional environment the ensures that they feel loved and that people care about them.
Let us give them the secure family bonds that they need to strengthen their emotional resilience for both now and in the future.
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LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT

The question of Nature vs Nurture has been considered central to a child’s psychological development of language and behaviour. How important is the effect on parental (or primary care giver) influence of a child’s cognitive development?
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Is language a learned response from our environment?

London School of Childcare Studies (2020)
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Nature or the Nativist view is that babies are born with innate capacity to learn and acquire language, the language acquisition device (LAD).  This instinctive mental capacity was first proposed by Noam Chomsky, a cognitive scientist, linguist and philosopher. He believed that all humans were born with an inbuilt understanding of how language and communication works because we have a genetically inbuilt universal grammar.  His views differ from that of the Behaviourist Theory as he believes that language development would occur regardless of any developmental conditions or environmental stimuli. The constructivist Piaget holds a similar view to Chomsky. They agree on the way that children’s language develops but no on what makes it develop (Bryant, 1980).

Piaget’s 4 Stages of Development
Jean Piaget, a Swiss Psychologist, unlike Chomsky  believes that all cognitive development including language is due to a gradual process of construction within the brain as it matures due to experiences placed on them.
He stated that there are 4 Stages of brain maturity with 3 cognitive processes:
Schema, Assimilation, Accommodation and Equilibration.
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Nurture or the Behaviourist view is that language development is dependent on the environment in which it is exposed to.  By provided numerous quality diverse and high-quality interactions of language your child’s development will expand. Though actions like repetition, reinforcement, imitation and conditioning language can be attained.
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Lev Vygotsky, a Soviet psychologist, is known for his sociocultural theory, believed that the most important influence to a child’s language development is social interaction. This “scaffolding” idea is that learning can be supported and nurtured by other more knowledgeable people.
Through his Zones of Proximity, Vygotsky believed that
"the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers" 
(Vygotsky, 1978, p,86)








Can both Nature and Nurture play a part in 
language development?

As we as parents share reading ability genes with our children there is an element of gene-environment coaction. Hence, I can see where my love and ability for reading would result in many books being in my home and therefore accessible to my child, as portrayed in the diagram below.
Our genes affect how we interact with society and our environment, as our personality, behaviour and ability to learn is dictated by them. Personality traits like socialization skills, anxiety and addictive genetic influences, to name but a few, impact on a child’s ability to learn (Hart, 2023).
          [image: figure 2]Nature.com (2021)


Environment is seen as having a considerable impact on language development by many. Wilson (2022) believes that in areas of high deprivation, with many children not having at least one articulate communicator, the use of ‘baby talk’ and stimulating conversation is almost obsolete.  Children in these environments are being raised mainly with “abrupt questions, statements or orders, such as:” Come in!” “Go out!” “Shut up!””. This environment contributes to the “word gap” where children have had significantly less words spoken to them by the age of 3 and 4.  Psychologist Kathy Hirsh-Pasek (2015) views this disparity of low-income children hearing less words then their more affluent peers as an opportunity of “building a foundation rather than reducing a gap”,

DOES TALKING MATTER?
Seeing the impact of how much direct speech and indirect speech impact on the learning and processing ability of a child is remarkable.
In study “Talking to Children Matters: Early Language Experience Strengthens Processing and Builds Vocabulary’, (Weisleder and Fernald, 2013) consider if a higher or lower socioeconomic status of families had an direct impact on the child’s development of skills
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Description automatically generated]Having recorded the vocabulary directed at children at home they could see much variation in the amount of words being spoken between families.  The language of children who experienced more direct speech, by the age of 24 months, had better vocabularies and were better at processing familiar words. There was also a correlation between the richness of language used to strengthen the processing skills that develop language growth.
However, it is imperative to note that indirect speech, overheard by a child, also has an influence on it’s development.  
Too times have I been alarmed at my child repeating my words, even when he was located in another room he was listening intently.

Psychological Science (2013)


Dr Anne Fernald (2014), regarded as a pioneering researcher in infant language development, believes that the baby’s brain is nourished by all good conversation.  In her TEDx talk on “Why talking to little kids matters” she explains why brain development is promoted by the quality of interactions spoken by parents and caregivers.

Listen to more of 
Why talking to little kids matters by Dr Anne Fernald (2014)
By clicking the link below

https://youtu.be/IpHwJyjm7rM








The main goal of her research is to provide parents and primary caregivers the understanding of how important their role is in the language development of their child.  


       Baby Talk Matters
Even new-borns are listening and willing to learn. Using baby talk (Baby Talk Register (BTR) is one of the first ways we can communicate and teach our children. Baby talk is the “lexical items specific to infant-directed speech, characterized by a preponderance of onomatopoeia (or highly iconic words), diminutives, and reduplication” (Ota, Davies‐Jenkins and Skarabela, p.1974).  

[image: Mom and dad, stop with the baby talk! | Parent24]
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Baby talk is to primarily boost the process of lexical learning. However, its effect may not last over many years as a parent’s use does diminish after the first year because the child becomes more accomplished in word learning and sound mappings . How long baby talk should be continued is a matter of debate as it may have an impact on your child’s long-term language development (Blackie, 2016).
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/tiny-happy-people/lets-talk-first-words/z7xrf82


BBC Tiny Happy People

Predominately, research has found that any verbal interactions between parents and caregivers, whether that be directly, or does have an impact on language development. Increasing your verbal interaction around your child will promote processing skills and therefore encourage more capable learning.
Whilst socioeconomic status can have an effect on the amount of time we can spend with our children, we can change the outcome for even disadvantaged families.  

The time we have together as parents or primary care givers is precious and influential.
It cost nothing to communicate and engage with your child, only your time.
So whether you come from a low in socioeconomic status or not, let’s communicate      with our children. 
 Let’s build their vocabularies, stimulate their minds’ and invest in their abilities to succeed in the future.
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