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ATTACHMENT 

Babies and children need a secure emotional relationship with a main care giver in order to grow 

and develop physically and emotionally.  They need to feel safe, protected and nurtured so that they 

can gain a sense of the world around them.  Early attachment experiences form a template of how 

relationships work – an “internal working model”.  A child with attachment difficulties will develop a 

basic distrust of adults because their attachment needs are not being met which leads to difficulties 

socially, behaviourally and/or emotionally, which in turn, will have an influence on all other 

relationships throughout the rest of the child’s life.  The child needs to be able to build security with 

a trusted adult.  A secure attachment promotes dependence (ability to use others for support) and 

independence (ability to rely on self).  There are many reasons why a child may not get their 

attachment needs met – illness and/or hospitalisation of the child or parent; emotional upset in the 

family as well as forms of abuse. 

The human infant is born immature and dependent and we are a product of how we are cared for.  

The infant brain doubles in size in the first year because the immature cells connect through the 

child’s experiences to form neural pathways for behaviour.  The critical period of emotional growth 

is between birth and two years of age.  Research has shown that in order for children to begin to 

develop their academic skills they first need to have established positive early attachments. 

A key role of an early years setting is to develop independence but this can be unhelpful for a child 

with attachment difficulties because the route to independence is via dependence and trust; 

children with attachment difficulties have missed out on this stage of development and the 

emotional needs of a child must be met before learning can take place.  Understanding the 

emotional age of the child and gearing support accordingly is a key part of moving towards 

independence. 

Research has shown that children thrive in an environment of warmth whilst encouraging autonomy 

and providing clear and consistent boundaries.  The boundaries provide predictability, routine and 

clear consequences.  Children with attachment difficulties often have a core belief that they are 

unworthy but in an environment of warmth and predictability with a supportive adult, they are less 

likely to enter a state of shame.  The emotional development of a child relies on connection with 

someone who will guide the child and recognise the emotional experience that has led to the 

behaviour.  Early Years behavioural policies often rely on correction of behaviour by the use of 

rewards and consequences but these must be used together with connection with the child and 

understanding of where these behaviours come from.  (See the shield of shame). 

Children with an insecure attachment may display a range of developmental difficulties: 

 Difficulty with social interaction. 

 Low self esteem. 

 Poor impulse control. 

 Difficulties with emotional regulation. 

 Inappropriate feelings as a consequence of actions. 

 Problems with Cognitive development. 

 Delays and difficulties with development. 
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Strategies to support a child with attachment difficulties: 

 Provide a key attachment figure. 

 Provide emotional containment. 

 Keep the child in mind when attention is on other things. 

 Predictability – visual timetable. 

 Acknowledge child’s emotions/feelings. 

 Safe space/den. 

 Give the child a transitional object. 

 Extra processing time. 

 Play partner/model. 

 Plan for transition. 

 Provide a calming activity. 

Attachment styles 
Secure attachment pattern 
Insecure avoidant pattern 
Insecure ambivalent pattern 
Disorganised/disorientated and controlling attachment pattern 
 
Child with avoidant style of attachment- may appear to be doing well, appear independent, displays 
high level of involvement in self-chosen activities and is secure in self-care skills. 
They will draw upon embedded self-reliant coping strategies from early life experiences. 
This child may need to learn to be dependent on an adult before becoming independent. 
 
Child with ambivalent style of attachment- may need to stay close to an adult to gain attention. 
The behaviours displayed are 'attention needing' - have a need for reassurance that you can attend 
to their needs. Only then will fear of abandonment reduce to a point that the child can begin to 
explore and learn. 
 
Child with disorganised/disorientated and controlling attachment pattern develops out of a 

relationship within which the parent is frightened of or frightening to the child. These are the 

children who have the hardest time feeling safe. These children solve the problem of having a carer 

who is a source both of comfort and of fear by taking control of relationships. 

Information above and Observation Checklist  is taken from the book: Observing Children with 
Attachment Difficulties in Preschool Settings  A Tool for Identifying and Supporting Emotional and 
Social Difficulties    K.S. Golding, J. Fain, A. Frost, S. Templeton and E. Durrant. 
 
The observation checklist forms the heart of the resource and is designed to help structure 
observations of children in Early Years settings. (See further advice sheet for details) 
Checklist is designed for children aged between 2 and 5 years or functioning developmentally at this 
age. It is not a diagnostic tool. 
It is recommended that the checklist is completed by a person familiar with the child. 
The book also includes – 

 Guidance to complete and interpret the checklist, examples and case studies, 

 Suggested strategies, 

 Suggested format for an action plan to meet the needs of the child. 


