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Introduction 

Understanding Isaac’s Development 

• Case study: Isaac, age 4 
• Early years setting (London children's centre) 
• Emotional, social & language development 
• Bowlby’s Attachment Theory

In this presentation, I will be discussing a case study of a four-year-old boy called Isaac, who attends an early 
year's centre in London. I will use Bowlby’s Attachment Theory to help explain his emotional, social, and 
language development, and how his early experiences may be influencing his behaviour. I will also explore 
possible support strategies that could be used in an early years setting, particularly from a health and social 
care perspective. The aim is to understand Isaac’s needs and consider how practitioners can support him in a 
realistic and effective way.



Issacs background

• Recently moved to London 
• Single-parent household 
• Mother experiencing postnatal depression 
• Limited social support 
• Inconsistent childcare

Looking more closely at Isaac’s background, he recently moved to London with his mother.
He is from a single-parent household, and his mother is currently experiencing postnatal depression, 
which may affect her emotional availability and energy levels.
There is also limited social support around the family, which can make parenting more difficult and quite 
isolating at times. On top of this, Isaac has experienced inconsistent childcare arrangements, meaning 
he hasn’t had a stable or continuous routine in his early years.
This context is important because it helps explain the environment, he has been developing in.



Observed Behaviour in Nursery & Home

•Withdrawn in free play 
•Distressed during separation 
•Difficulty joining group activities 
• language delay
•Clingy at home 
• Sleep difficulties

At the early years centre, staff have observed that Isaac is quite withdrawn during free play and often 
prefers to play alone rather than with other children.
He also becomes distressed when separating from his mother, especially at drop-off, which suggests he 
finds transitions quite difficult. In group activities, he struggles to take part and tends to stay on the edges 
rather than joining in.There are also concerns about his language development, as he appears to be 
delayed compared to other children his age.  At home, his mother reports that he is very clingy, finds it 
difficult to play independently, and has difficulties with sleep.



Bowlby’s Attachment Theory

•Emotional bond with caregiver 
•Secure base for exploration 
•Internal working model 
•Early relationships shape development 
•Separation anxiety is normal

I am using Bowlby’s Attachment Theory to help understand Isaac’s development.
Bowlby suggested that children form a strong emotional attachment with their primary caregiver, usually the parent, and 
that this attachment is important for both survival and emotional development.

He also introduced the idea of a ‘secure base’, which means that when a child feels safe and supported by their caregiver, 
they are more confident to explore their environment and interact with others.
Another key idea is the ‘internal working model’, which is the child’s mental representation of relationships.

This develops early and can influence how they see themselves and others later in life.
Bowlby also explained that separation anxiety is a normal response in young children when they are away from their main 
caregiver, especially in early childhood.



Applying Attachment Theory to Isaac

•Possible insecure attachment 
•Separation distress 
•Limited exploration of environment 
•Clingy behaviour 
•Reduced social engagement 
•Emotional insecurity

When applying Bowlby’s Attachment Theory to Isaac, his behaviour suggests he may be showing signs of an insecure attachment.
For example, he becomes very distressed when separating from his mother, which links to separation anxiety and suggests he may not 
feel fully secure when she is not present.

His withdrawn behaviour and difficulty joining in with other children may also indicate that he lacks the confidence to explore his 
environment, which Bowlby would describe as not having a secure base.

At home, his clingy behaviour and difficulty playing independently further suggest that he relies heavily on his mother for emotional 
security.
Overall, this may be affecting not only his emotional development, but also his social interactions and readiness to learn.



Nature vs Nurture InfluencesNature (biological factors):
Sensitive temperament 
Stress regulation system 
Emotional development 
Nurture (environmental factors):
Maternal postnatal depression 
Inconsistent childcare 
Limited social interaction 
Recent relocation

Isaac’s development can also be understood through both nature and nurture influences.
From a biological, or ‘nature’, perspective, he may have a naturally sensitive or anxious temperament, which could make him 
more reactive to changes in routine or separation from his caregiver. Early brain development, particularly around emotional 
regulation, can also be affected by stress in early childhood.

From a ‘nurture’ perspective, there are several environmental factors that may be influencing him. His mother is experiencing 
postnatal depression, which may affect consistent emotional responsiveness. 

He has also had inconsistent childcare arrangements, meaning his early routines may not have been stable.
In addition, limited social interaction and the recent move to London may have disrupted his sense of familiarity and security.

Overall, it is likely that both biological and environmental factors are interacting to influence Isaac’s emotional, social, and 
language development.



Support Strategies

There are several practical strategies that could support Isaac within an early years setting, and these can be directly linked to Bowlby’s 
Attachment Theory. One key approach is the key person system, where Isaac would have a consistent practitioner who builds a secure 
and trusting relationship with him. This helps provide stability and acts as a secure base.

Gradual separation routines could also be used at drop-off, such as a consistent goodbye routine, which may help reduce his anxiety 
when separating from his mother. Emotional regulation support is also important, for example offering reassurance and comfort, and 
helping him to understand and manage his feelings when he becomes distressed.
Attachment-based play opportunities can help build confidence and trust through one-to-one interactions with a practitioner.

In addition, a language-rich environment, using simple conversations, modelling language, and small group activities, could support 
his communication development. Finally, working with his mother and other professionals, such as health visitors or speech and 
language therapists, would ensure a consistent multi-agency approach to supporting his needs.

•Key person approach 
•Consistent daily routines 
•Gradual separation support 
•Emotional regulation strategies 
•Attachment-based play 
•Language development support 
•Multi-agency working



Critical Evaluation of Bowlby’s Theory
Strengths:

Strong real-world application 
Supported by Ainsworth’s research 
Influential in early years practice 
Useful for safeguarding and intervention 
Limitations:
Focuses heavily on mother as caregiver 
Less focus on cultural diversity 
Can be deterministic 
Limited emphasis on wider social factors

Bowlby’s Attachment Theory has several strengths, especially in early years and health and social care practice.
It has strong real-world application, particularly through approaches like the key person system, which supports children’s 
emotional development.

It is also supported by research, including Ainsworth’s Strange Situation study, which identified different attachment styles.
In addition, it highlights the importance of early relationships and has influenced safeguarding and early intervention pract ice.
However, there are limitations. The theory focuses heavily on the mother as the primary caregiver, which may not reflect mode rn 
family structures.

It can also be seen as deterministic, as it suggests early experiences strongly shape later outcomes.
Finally, it places less emphasis on wider social factors such as poverty, education, and community support, which also 
influence development.



In conclusion, Isaac’s development appears to be influenced by his early life experiences, particularly the level of stability and 
emotional support he has received.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory helps to explain his emotional and social difficulties, especially his separation distress, withdrawn 
behaviour, and difficulty engaging with others.
It is also clear that both nature and nurture factors are involved, including his possible temperament, as well as environmental 
influences such as maternal mental health, inconsistent childcare, and recent changes in his environment.
It is also important to consider cultural and social diversity, particularly in a city like London, where family structures and caregiving 
practices may differ across communities. This means attachment behaviours should be understood in context and interpreted 
sensitively by practitioners.
This case highlights the importance of early intervention, as supporting children at this stage can have a significant impact on their 
later development.
Overall, consistent and supportive early years practice is essential in helping children like Isaac feel secure, build confidence, and 
develop positive relationships.

•Early experiences influence Isaac’s development 
•Attachment theory explains emotional and social difficulties 
•Both nature and nurture are involved 
•Early intervention is important 
•Consistent support helps development

Conclusion
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