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Marion Dowling has spent all of her varied career working in early years. She worked in a playgroup, and was in turn headteacher of a maintained nursery school, an adviser in two large shire authorities and a member of Her Majesty’s Inspectorate. Since 1994 she has worked independently as a consultant and trainer in the UK and overseas.

Marion published regularly in early years journals and is the author of several books, including Young Children’s Personal, Social and Emotional Development. She advises on issues relating to Early Years Professionals and is a Vice President of Early Education, a national charity which supports practitioners and parents in providing high quality care and education for young children. Marion was project manager for two Early Education projects which produced training materials on ‘Supporting Young Children’s Sustained Shared Thinking’.

In First things first, Marion explores characteristics in the personal growth of babies and young children that influence effective language learning, and examines how these characteristics are best supported. She argues that communication with and the affirmation of close adults in a relationship of support and trust is essential to emotional and mental wellbeing. Children who enjoy such an environment are well placed to learn effectively, including mastering reading. Those who are unfortunate enough to lack it might well never catch up.



Parents and early years practitioners have a huge privilege; they help to shape the lives of babies and young children. We are now only too aware of how experiences in early years can influence lives later on for good or ill, and so with the privilege comes a huge responsibility to ‘get it right’ for children. Naturally, responsible adults want young children to learn well and make progress. Moreover, we recognise that access to the world of words, both spoken and written, is every child’s entitlement.

But first things first; our priority must be to tune into the child. We need to recognise all that makes each child a unique person and use that to nurture the positive aspects of their personal development. We know now that babies are equipped for language at birth, but there are conditions to be met in order for this potential to be realised. Studies show strongly that feelings really matter in developing our young children’s learning capacities. This is hardly surprising, because the type of person we become colours all else we do in life. It is no accident that the importance of personal, social and emotional development was highlighted in the Tickell Review and is identified as one of the prime areas of learning in the current Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage.

Starting the process of personal, social and emotional development is essential for children in all aspects of their lives. It helps them to relate well to other children and adults; to make friends and get on with others; to feel secure and valued; to explore and learn confidently; and ultimately to feel good about themselves. Early personal, social and emotional development has a central impact on later wellbeing, learning, achievement and economic circumstances.

(The Early Years: Foundations for Life, Health and Learning. Dfe).

This first chapter explores characteristics in the personal growth of babies and young children that influence effective language learning, and examines how these characteristics are best supported.

Becoming confident and pro-active: ‘I can learn’

In a world that expects so much of them, children need to become confident and self-assured from an early age. Although they may be born with different personality traits, children’s levels of confidence are highly influenced by early experiences, successes and failures, the thoughts that children have about themselves and other people’s reactions to them.

Children begin to recognise themselves from an early age. Babies start to build this picture from the way in which they are regarded and treated by the people closest to them. When babies start their lives having at least one parent or carer with whom they have a close link or attachment, this is a vital ingredient in helping them to recognise that they matter. Every day that this important person can be with the baby, to discover him, meet his needs, give him pleasure and show pleasure in him, help him to know her, will contribute to an investment of confidence and inner calm. If babies receive this nurture during the first few months of life they become able to understand, think, communicate and learn.

Research indicates that securely-attached children develop more connections and well developed brains. However, no one person can provide everything a growing child needs and children can form close attachments with several people.

(Social and Emotional Aspects of Development, Dcsf 2008:13)

All change can be stressful and the move from home to a group setting for a child under three is potentially traumatic. When babies and small children come to separate from their parents, the essential need is to appoint a key person with whom the child can make a similar attachment. The transition from home to an early years setting needs to be entirely geared to the individual to ensure continuity of approach and experience. The success of the transition is dependent on the key person, who becomes the child’s special person in the setting. Not only does this person establish a close relationship with the child but also she gets to know him intimately, his worries, his fears and his all-abiding interests. When this happens the key person is able to read the child’s behaviour and provide a tailor made response. The child comes to regard her as another significant person in his life, feels relaxed and secure and is open to new experiences. For children under two years this is particularly critical. A major study highlighted the possible dangers of group care for babies and toddlers, indicating that a lack of individualised attention can jeopardise early social and emotional development (Leach, 2005). Children experience many transitions during their early years of life, and each time they face the prospect of becoming a novice and not knowing what faces them. The same principles of attachment apply even to three and four year olds. A child who feels unknown, unappreciated and useless becomes less, rather than more competent. Until the practitioner enables a sound transition, learning is arrested or takes a backward step.
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As toddlers develop they become aware of the way in which other people view them and start to behave accordingly. The loving family and key practitioners have a powerful influence on the child’s sense of self. Through their different behaviours these people help the child to know who he is. As the young child goes through the process of establishing his identity he starts to recognise how others see him. The development of self-esteem means placing a value on that identity. Although children don’t reach a clear view of their self-worth until they are around six years of age, their earlier experiences provide the basis for them to make a judgement about themselves. Three year old Dean’s dad brings over a book to the sofa, hugs his son and asks him to ‘show me all the animals because you know this story really well’. Dean grins; he feels affirmed and is keen to share the book with his dad in a warm and loving relationship.

One of the most important gifts we can offer young children is a positive view of themselves. Without this gift they will flounder throughout life and be constantly seeking from others the reassurance they cannot find within. Studies show that young children who have benefited from early strong attachments and affirmation are likely to feel more self-assured in learning.

The way in which young children feel about themselves is reflected in their approach to learning (Dweck and Leggett, 1998; Gerhardt, 2004). In order to learn, children must believe that they are able to do so. Self assured children show a mastery approach – they seek new challenges and are confident that they will succeed even when faced with problems. If this belief is not secured during the early years of life it is unlikely to blossom later. Master learners see themselves as readers and demonstrate reading behaviour early in the nursery. They pick up books and ‘read’ them to their teddy or to other children. They are keen to share their prowess and point to letters that they recognise from their own name. Other children who have had unhappy early relationships may be less sure of themselves. They are demonised by self-doubt, ‘give up’ easily and constantly look to others for support. These helpless young learners are the ones who, when struggling to read later on, gaze at the adult, depending on her to supply the words rather than actively engaging with the text for themselves. The great challenge for practitioners is how to support all children to become master learners who adopt an ‘I can’ approach. This involves looking very closely at each individual, capturing their capabilities and breaking new learning into very small steps to ensure experience of success. This personalised scaffolding is essential. However, progress will only occur if the child feels empowered by the practitioner’s open conviction in his capacity to succeed.

Becoming social: I like being and learning with others

We live in a social world, and in the process of growing up children have to learn to be one of a group and to ‘rub along’ with others. Moreover, the whole basis for young children and adults living and learning together is founded on relationships. Children learn so much by themselves; when they are together with others their learning expands.

Babies are primed to be social and communicative and spoken communication (speaking) is highlighted in the Prime Area of Communication and Language. A successful early attachment is hugely important for the child’s later social development. If a baby is physically and emotionally close to one person initially (most usually his birth mother) this makes later separation from her more tolerable rather than less. The key person and later other practitioners then pave the way for the child to reach out and communicate with a widening circle.

When we are babies our brains are socially programmed by the older members of our communities so that we adapt to the particular family and social group we must live among … rather than holding up flashcards to a baby it would be more appropriate to a baby’s stage of development to simply hold him and enjoy him.

(Gerhardt, p. 38)

A child’s ability to form good relationships not only enhances his personal development but helps him to make progress intellectually. Social contacts help very young children search out patterns and make sense of their lives. They look to their carer for affirmation and information, and try to imitate the behaviour of older children. They learn a huge range of social skills when they observe members of their family listening, questioning, arguing, manipulating and agreeing. In the EYFS friendships become very important; children develop their group social play, learn to negotiate, compromise and solve altercations among themselves rather than turning to an adult (Broadhead, p. 49).

Interactions are also very influential during the earliest stages of learning to read. We now recognise that there is a close link between an ability to recognise and match sounds and early success in reading. This includes an early knowledge of nursery rhymes and ability to recognise and produce rhyming words and words beginning with the same letter. When parents and practitioners introduce young children to a regular diet of rhymes and songs they will naturally build up these skills. Importantly these experiences should be informal, intimate and fun. Babies and toddlers will enjoy handling books for themselves; they also need familiar adults to mediate for them to help them to explore images and make connections in the context of a loving relationship. When these pleasurable social experiences are repeated regularly, young children come to anticipate that books and stories are something to be enjoyed. There are also many successful examples in schools when older children provide a positive model, forging friendly relationships with younger ones, reading to them and browsing through books together.

Zest – wanting to learn

Babies have a passion to find out. This zest is harnessed by curiosity and powered by the energy to investigate. Contrast this with the sad picture of a two year old who lacks curiosity, or a six year old who appears to have no interest in school and is beginning to show worrying signs of disaffection with learning. Whatever the causes of this decline we must recognise that although we can make every provision for young children’s language development, no-one can make them learn. Moreover, whereas early reading and writing skills may be taught successfully in later life, it is more difficult to bring back to life positive attitudes towards literacy. This makes it vital for parents and practitioners to nurture the dispositions that make up a desire to learn.

Very young babies first respond to touch, smell and sound. In the loving arms of a parent a baby relaxes and is responsive to new experiences. The baby quickly starts to recognise familiar faces and makes huge efforts to communicate through eye contact and body gestures. It is behaviour which not only invites response but actually requires it. Babies and toddlers need to experience the reward and stimulus they get from warm and reactive adults. They need to receive that positive feedback and attention when they first reach out to communicate through their actions and then start to experiment with sounds and words: recognition and encouragement gives them a buzz and an incentive to try for more of it! When they start to use spoken language, toddlers, like adults, need a listening ear. More than that, they need adults who give them full and undivided attention and who show that they are genuinely interested in what is being said.
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Mastering the early skills of reading and writing is gruelling work for young children and they have to be powerfully inclined to do so. The task for practitioners is to provide the climate, challenge and support which motivates children to invest their energies in this work.

We can become motivated when we feel that we are doing something interesting and succeeding in it, and so it is with children. The younger the child the more important it is to allow them to practice and apply what they know already. Doing more of the same is particularly pleasurable and affirmative for toddlers, but there comes a time to introduce new experiences. By contrast, where adults are over anxious to move on, perhaps to ‘instruct’ in letter and word recognition, too often they go beyond children’s understandings and leave them feeling inept. The precious inclination to learn dissipates quickly when a child is bored or befuddled. Adults need to develop a ‘red alert’ to the signs of either.

Early reading and writing competencies are bound up with feelings and in sharing these feelings with others. Positive feelings, enjoyment, excitement strongly support learning.

Children must be given access to a wide range of reading materials (books, poems and other written materials) to ignite their interest.

(Statutory Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage 1.6)

As a consequence of enjoying and sharing books individually or in very small groups with an adult, young children become receptive to learning more. In this relaxed context they will look at detail in pictures, ask questions about characters in the text and start to recognise letters in their own name (usually the most significant word for them at this early stage). Children quickly develop a sense of humour when looking at illustrations and playing with sounds; they relish and remember stories and rhymes that make them laugh.

Feelings can also be detrimental to learning. Young children’s emotions are strong and raw. They do not have the benefits of life experience and they face frightening feelings of anger and distress for the first time; some exist on an emotional roller coaster. In these circumstances children can be ruled by their feelings. Negative feelings can affect a child’s well being; they can also affect working memory – a measure of the number of things that one can cope with at one time (Rees and Jones, 1996). Although we like to think of young children as carefree, sadly some children, like some adults, are troubled for all sorts of reasons.

Aziz at four years and two months, already has many worries. He recently arrived as a refugee in this country with his mother and he has found life in this new country very strange. He doesn’t know where his father is, and his mother tearfully tells him that they may never see his daddy again. Karen, a little younger, is afraid of going to bed because her brother teases her that a bad man may come at night and take her away.

The scale of concerns for these two children is very different, but in each case the outcomes are similar – agitated and fretful behaviour and an inability to concentrate.

Most adults are able to keep a number of ideas and skills in their minds at one time – many of the things that we once learned laboriously, such as dressing ourselves and making a cup of tea, become automatic. Young children who are new to learning initially find everything a challenge and need all their energies to remember newly acquired skills and understandings. Emotions which are associated with stress, such as anxiety and feelings of insecurity, take up a lot of mental space in the brain; these feelings can ‘block’ a working memory. As a result a child experiencing these and similarly stressful emotions can become unsure, confused and forgetful, often about things in which he was previously competent.

The move from Reception to Year 1 can prove extremely stressful for some children, particularly if the new regime is unfamiliar. In these circumstances a child becomes a novice once more. Fears of not knowing what to do and of ‘getting things wrong’ lead to
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