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Introduction  
will discuss Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and how it can be applied in an early years nursery setting.
The aim of this presentation is to explain the main concepts of attachment theory and show how they can help practitioners understand and support children’s emotional, social, and ph  ysical development.
The presentation focuses on Shona, a three-year-old child who has recently joined a nursery. Shona shows signs of anxiety when separated from her carers, has limited verbal communication and finds it difficult to engage in group play.
Using Bowlby’s theory, I will explain how attachment relationships may influence Shona’s behaviour and development. I will also suggest practical strategies to help her feel safe, develop relationships and participate in nursery activities.
What is Attachment Theory?
John Bowlby was a British psychologist and psychiatrist who developed attachment theory. His theory explains the importance of the emotional bond between a child and their main caregiver.
Bowlby believed that children have an inbuilt tendency to seek closeness to familiar caregivers, particularly when they feel frightened, upset or uncertain.
A secure attachment can help children feel safe and confident enough to explore their environment and develop relationships with other people.
Key Concepts
1. Attachment bond: An emotional connection between a child and a familiar caregiver.
2. Secure base: A trusted caregiver provides security, allowing the child to explore and learn.
3. Safe haven: A caregiver offers comfort and reassurance when a child feels distressed.
4. Separation anxiety: A child may become upset when separated from a familiar caregiver.
5. Internal working model: Early relationships may influence a child’s expectations of relationships and how they respond to other people.
Relevance to Early Childhood
Attachment theory is important in earlAttachment theory is important in early years education because children need to feel safe and emotionally supported before they can confidently explore, learn and interact with others. Practitioners can use this understanding to build trusting relationships and provide consistent care.
Slide 4 – Applying Attachment Theory to Shona’s Case Study
1. Anxiety When Separated from Her Carers
Shona becomes anxious when her carers leave her at nursery. This may be related to separation anxiety, which can occur in young children when they are separated from familiar caregivers.
From Bowlby’s perspective, Shona may need additional reassurance while she becomes familiar with the nursery environment and develops trust in her key person.
Strategies:
· Welcome Shona warmly when she arrives.
· Establish a consistent goodbye routine with her carers.
· Offer comfort and reassurance when she becomes upset.
· Allow her to bring an agreed comfort item from home, where nursery policy permits.
· Work with her family to maintain consistency between home and nursery.
These strategies may help Shona feel safer and become more comfortable with separation over time.
2. Limited Verbal Communication
Shona has limited verbal communication. This may make it difficult for her to express her feelings, ask for help or explain what is upsetting her.
Attachment theory highlights the importance of sensitive and responsive caregiving. Practitioners should observe Shona’s non-verbal communication and respond calmly to her needs.
Strategies:
· Use simple words and short sentences.
· Offer picture cards to help her communicate needs and feelings.
· Use gestures, facial expressions and visual routines.
· Give her enough time to respond without pressure.
· Work with her family to understand the communication methods she already uses.
These approaches may support Shona’s communication, emotional expression and confidence.
Slide 5 – Applying Attachment Theory to Social Development and Play
3. Difficulty Engaging in Group Play
Shona finds it difficult to join group play. As she is new to the nursery, she may need time to feel comfortable around unfamiliar adults, children and activities.
Bowlby’s theory suggests that a trusted adult can provide a secure base from which a child gradually explores their surroundings. However, Shona’s behaviour alone does not establish her attachment pattern.
Strategies:
· Begin with one-to-one play alongside her key person.
· Introduce activities with one familiar child before larger groups.
· Offer simple activities such as building blocks, puzzles and drawing.
· Join her play to model positive social interactions.
· Praise her efforts to participate without putting pressure on her.
· Gradually introduce small-group activities when she feels ready.
How This May Support Shona’s Development
These approaches may help Shona develop trust, confidence, social skills and a sense of belonging. Play also provides opportunities to develop language, problem-solving skills, coordination and creativity.
The practitioner should follow Shona’s individual pace and avoid forcing her to participate before she feels comfortable.
Slide 6 – Support Plan for Shona
Aim: To help Shona feel safe and secure in the nursery, develop communication skills and build positive relationships.
	Area of development
	Support strategy
	Expected outcome

	Emotional development
	Provide comfort, reassurance and a consistent key person.
	Shona may become more settled and confident.

	Social development
	Introduce familiar adults, one-to-one play and small groups gradually.
	Shona may begin to interact with other children.

	Cognitive development
	Offer engaging activities, puzzles, stories and exploration.
	Shona can develop attention, curiosity and problem-solving skills.

	Physical development
	Provide drawing, building, outdoor play and age-appropriate movement activities.
	Shona can practise coordination and physical skills.

	Communication
	Use simple language, gestures, pictures and visual routines.
	


Working with Parents and Carers
The nursery practitioner should communicate regularly with Shona’s family to understand her routines, interests, comfort strategies and experiences at home.
Monitoring Progress
The key person should observe Shona’s settling-in experiences, communication, play and interactions. The support plan should be reviewed regularly with the family and adapted according to her progress and individual needs.

Slide 7 – Strengths and Limitations of Attachment Theory
Strengths of Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
· It highlights the importance of emotional security in early childhood.
· It encourages practitioners to build trusting and consistent relationships with children.
· It helps practitioners understand why some children need additional reassurance during transitions.
· It supports sensitive, responsive and child-centred care.
· It encourages collaboration between nursery practitioners and families.
Limitations of the Theory
· Children’s development is influenced by many factors, not only attachment relationships.
· Temperament, communication needs, family experiences and the nursery environment may influence behaviour.
· Children can develop meaningful relationships with several familiar caregivers.
· Separation anxiety does not automatically mean that a child has an insecure attachment.
· Practitioners should not label Shona’s attachment pattern without appropriate evidence.
Application to Shona
Bowlby’s theory provides a useful framework for understanding Shona’s need for security. However, practitioners should consider her individual circumstances and use observations and family communication to guide support
Slide 8 – Conclusion
In conclusion, Bowlby’s Attachment Theory helps explain why emotional security and trusting relationships are important during early childhood.
Shona’s anxiety during separation, limited verbal communication and difficulty engaging in group play indicate that she may benefit from sensitive and consistent support. These behaviours do not, by themselves, establish an attachment difficulty.
By providing a consistent key person, maintaining communication with her family, supporting her communication and introducing group play gradually, nursery practitioners can help Shona develop confidence and a sense of belonging.
It is important to support the whole child by considering emotional, social, cognitive and physical development.
Overall, attachment theory can help early years practitioners create a safe, caring and inclusive environment in which Shona can learn, develop and thrive.
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