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Child Profile

· Shona is 3 years old and has recently joined the nursery.
Emotional Needs

· She is anxious when removed from carers.
Communication Behaviours

· Shona has limited verbal communication.
Social Interaction

· She has a hard time playing in a group.
Practitioner Focus

· Support her emotional security, communication and social development.
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Children have a biological tendency to create bonds with their caregivers that offer them protection and security (Zeifman, 2019).


Early attachments can have a lasting impact on emotional and social development during childhood (Jethava et al., 2022).


The term separation is very relevant in attachment theory given the anxiety that Shona experiences when the carers leave.


Attaching is also important in the early childhood years, such as at Shona's age.
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Overview
· 
John Bowlby's attachment theory suggests that babies are predisposed to create a close emotional relationship with a caregiver.
· Early caregiving experiences can affect social, emotional and behavioural development (McLeod, 2025).








Key Concepts
· 
A responsive caregiver provides children with the confidence to explore and return for comfort.
· Early relationships influence children's perceptions of themselves and others (Cassidy, Jones and Shaver, 2013).






(McLeod, 2025)


Relevance to Early Years
· 
Secure relationships can facilitate emotional regulation, exploration and
social development (McLeod, 2025).
· Assess Shona's separation anxiety and struggles with engaging in the nursery.
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Attachment Bond
· Shona is anxious when carers leave, meaning that it is also significant for her emotional security to be in the physical presence of familiar attachment figures (McLeod, 2025).
Secure Base
· Shona can gradually explore activities and the nursery environment with a consistent key person.
Safe Haven
· If Shona is distressed, the key person can provide reassurance and comfort and then gently prompt her to resume play.
Internal Working Model
· Shona's past experiences in relationships can affect her beliefs about the availability and responsiveness of adults to her needs (McLeod, 2025).
Separation
· Her separation distress can be explained as an attachment reaction, and the importance of predictable and sensitive support is particularly relevant (Feriante et al., 2023).
Exploration
· Shona's emotional security could be important in enabling her to feel more confident about exploring, communicating and interacting with other children (Samuel, 2024).
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Attachment is a biological phenomenon, and children vary naturally in their temperament (Bowlby, 1969).

Behavioural inhibition involves being fearful or withdrawn when interacting with an unfamiliar person or situation (Fleece and Teglasi, 2024).

Shona's fear in a new nursery setting could thus be a temperament or adjustment issue.

However, biological predispositions do not predict outcomes; children's experiences can influence the way they develop. (Sokolowski and Ansari, 2018)
(Mind & Life Institute, 2018)
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with children’s emotional and behavioural adjustment (Garner et al., 2019).
Shona will build trust and get to know the
nursery with the help of a consistent key person.
Her home experiences should not be taken for
granted and practitioners should engage with carers to understand her needs (Mhlanga et al., 2025).
Thus, Shona's development is not a result of
nature or nurture alone, but rather a result of her interaction with external factors.


[bookmark: Slide_9:_Practical_Intervention_1:_Build]Practical Intervention 1: Building Emotional Security




Consistent Key
Person
· 
Use a familiar practitioner as a secure base, offering reassurance and encouraging exploration (Macagno and Molina, 2024).





Predictable
Separation
· 
Help Shona to gradually get used to separating from carers with a short, consistent goodbye routine (George and Aikins, 2023).





Responsive
Reassurance
· 
Acknowledge or validate Shona's distress and emotional needs; do not attempt to separate or involve her (Akyirem et al., 2022).





Familiar Comfort
· 
Use a familiar object or family photo to give continuity between home and nursery when settling in (Teach, 2025).
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Responsive Communication
· Comment, repeat and extend Shona’s communication while allowing time for her to respond (McGarvie, 2024).

Gradual Social Participation
· Start with individual or small group play and progress to larger group play (Severino et al., 2024).

Adult-Supported Play
· Use her key person to model simple interactions, helping Shona progress towards shared play (Pursi, 2019).

Partnership with Carers
· Share observations with carers to ensure consistency of emotional support and routines at home and at nursery (Pursi, 2019).
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	Usefulness
	Limitations

	Understands why Shona might feel separated, because she needs to be near and feels secure.
Covers secure-base practice, enabling Shona to feel safe enough to explore the activities in the nursery (McLeod, 2025).
Connects	responsive	caregiving	with	children’s	confidence,
exploration and emotional development (McGarvie, 2024). Supports	practitioners	in	identifying	the	value	of	secure relationships for social/emotional adjustment (George and Aikins, 2023).
	Different attachment behaviours and caregiving practices are shared across cultures, which restricts universal interpretations (Yu et al., 2026).
Children can form significant attachments with multiple caregivers, not just one primary caregiver.
Temperament also affects children's behaviour and cannot account
for Shona's anxiety (Xu, 2022).
Attachment assessments may overlook differences in caregiving practices and children’s individual experiences.
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Bowlby’ attachment theory helps to explain why Shona is anxious but does not fully explain her behaviour.

Confidence and exploration can be supported by a secure key-person relationship.

Contextual,	familial	and environmental factors also need to be taken into account.









Her answers could be related to her attachment needs as well as her own personality.

Separation and responsive care can minimise distress without the need to interact.

Hence, Bowlby’ theory can be applied as an aid to individual observation, but with a degree of critical analysis.
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