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Chapter 1 A focus on early childhood


This opening chapter addresses some key issues around the need to understand children, how they generally develop and why a sound grasp of child development is so crucial. Theory and practice need to go hand in hand, but the term ‘theory’ does not have the same meaning for everyone.


The main sections in this chapter are:




•  What, how and why in child development


•  Reflective and knowledgeable practitioners.





What, how and why in child development


Young children are best supported by adults who really care about the well being of individual babies and children. That commitment comes alive when early years practitioners, and parents too, have a sound basis of child development knowledge, leading to accurate expectations. Of course, practitioners need plenty of ideas for what to do within a day, although those ideas need to be closely related to what currently interests children. There are many practical sections in the book but, overall, it is less of a book about ‘what you can do’ and much more about ‘think about what you do’.


Why do practitioners need to know about theory?


Studies of children and their development have included not only what happens as babies and children grow, but also attempts to explain why and how development unfolds. The different broad theories of child development aim to show what is most important in that process.


Practitioners need a grasp of the range of theories that have been proposed to explain child development. Otherwise, it is easy to assume that one or two approaches they encounter make up the whole span. Current theories are communicated to parents through advice about parenting and childcare books. Theory shapes educational philosophy and practice for school. In different decades, a dominant theory can become part of the ‘cultural wallpaper’ and then basic assumptions are less likely to be challenged. By the start of the 21st century, the sociocultural, or social constructivist, view (page 49), has become prominent in early childhood studies and application to practice. There is much to value in this approach, but it is not the only way to explain child development or best approaches to good practice.


Different disciplines and understanding development


Ideas about child development have been influenced, directly or in a roundabout route, by several disciplines within the social and natural sciences: especially psychology, sociology, biology, medicine and philosophy.


Over several centuries, many advice books for parents were written by medical doctors, often from their experience as general practitioners or paediatricians. Only in more recent decades have developmental psychologists been acknowledged as the people to ask about children. The natural sciences have played a significant role, not least because some of the recognisable ‘big’ names were not developmental psychologists at the outset. Jean Piaget (page 33) was a zoologist with a passion for studying marine life and the philosophy of knowledge. Piaget wanted to find a link between the two disciplines and decided to further his ideas by studying the development of human children. His wife Valentine, another psychologist, made most of the early observations and the rest, as they say, is history. Piaget was working on his ideas through the 1920s and 30s in Switzerland. At the same time, Lev Vygotsky (page 37) was working in Russia. Vygotsky, a doctor, wanted to bring together biology and the fledgling science of psychology.


After the middle of the 20th century, boundaries between the disciplines became increasingly blurred. The 1960s’ wave of ‘new universities’ in the UK took the radical step of bringing academic subjects together within ‘schools of study’. This change created a large group of graduates (myself included) who regarded it as perfectly normal to talk regularly with people from other disciplines. My undergraduate degree was an early ‘blend’ subject, social psychology, and I worked alongside students of sociology, history, geography, economics, philosophy and a few biologists. The experience left me wanting to remain a psychologist, but open-minded about the source of potential good ideas.
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Make the connection with… Social constructivism


Towards the end of the 20th century, social constructivism grew to dominate early childhood studies as the theory of choice. This theoretical position is a conscious blend of several different disciplines (page 49). But this melting-pot approach to ideas is relatively new in terms of the social history reflected in this chapter.
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Psychology has strongly influenced early years in terms of the theoretical background to what is viewed as good practice. For a long time, sociocultural context was regarded as irrelevant in mainstream psychological research about children, as well as adults. More accurately, the particular sociocultural context of the Western hemisphere, especially Europe and the United States of America, was taken as the template for ‘normal’. Developmental psychology traditionally focused more on individual children than the social context. There was a working assumption that what was observed, or posed in theory, was applicable to a ‘universal child’. Some exploration was undertaken through cross-cultural psychology, a discipline that built bridges with anthropology.


[image: ]


By the late 1960s it was recognised that an excessive proportion of psychological ‘knowledge’ was based on experiments involving rats, psychology undergraduates and members of the US armed forces, all of whom were under pressure to participate. Feminist reworking of psychology from the 1970s and 80s challenged a discipline what was had frequently operated as if male behaviour formed the template for what was considered to be normal. Social psychology formed a bridge to sociology, a subject traditionally more interested in social structures, with individuals in the background. Sociology has diversified and some sociologists developed a strong interest in family experience and the sociology of childhood.


The natural sciences continue to be important for how we understand young children. Sources from biology have informed exploration of sex differences in behaviour and some aspects of children’s play. Biological psychology has developed as a separate discipline. Neuroscience and advances in computer technology have pushed the boundaries of research into brain development during childhood and through the adult years (page 62).


Holistic development or separate areas?


When you watch and listen to children it is very clear that they do not divide up their development. They move seamlessly from using their communication skills to question and speculate, using their physical skills to move from place to place and their thinking skills to work out how to assemble the materials they need to create a secret den. Children do not have a problem with holistic development: all aspects of their current skills work together with meaningful connections. Nor do children assign different values to the varied aspects of their learning. However, young girls and boys grasp very quickly if adults clearly value some skill areas or activities more than others.
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Anyone involved with children, for reasons of theory, research or practice, needs to keep a firm hold on holistic development. However, there will sometimes be a good reason to focus on one aspect of development at the moment.




•  Researchers may narrow their focus to concentrate on one aspect of development in great detail. But useful applied research looks for the interconnections. Judy Dunn’s work (page 166) was valuable because she challenged the assumption that it made sense to look at children’s cognitive development without the vital emotional context.


•  Practitioners sometimes need to concentrate on a particular aspect of a child’s development; for instance, confidence in physical skills, because careful observation shows that the child needs focused help.





Early years guidance frameworks across the UK offer slightly different structures for areas of development. However, the consistent message is that the objective of describing the different areas is to ensure that no area is overlooked, nor deemed to be less important. The challenge for good practice, and the task of a reflective practitioner, is to ensure that adult understanding of development is not stuck in ‘separate boxes’. An effective early years practitioner has to return frequently to an accurate picture of the whole child.
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What does it mean?


Development: the sequence of physical and psychological changes experienced by human beings, which start with conception and continue throughout life.


A holistic or whole-child approach stresses the importance of thinking about and behaving towards children as entire individuals: all their different skills are important and support their whole development.


Growth: the physical changes over childhood and adolescence, both those visible from the outside and internal changes.


Learning: the process by which patterns of human behaviour are modified by experience.
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To take a different example, a more holistic approach through health psychology has shown that children’s physical well being cannot be separated from the rest of their development. Early psychological approaches to chronic illness treated children as if they were isolated individuals, reacting passively to their illness. However, a more rounded and less medical approach has shown the connections between mind and body, for children as well as for adults.




•  A child’s illness affects her emotional well being, but the impact is two-way. A depressed or frightened child copes less well with illness and medical intervention.


•  Young children try to make sense of what is happening to them. In the absence of explanation and information, children may decide that their illness or need for surgery has been somehow caused by their ‘bad’ behaviour. Children use their cognitive skills to build a theory around the ‘why’ of a distressing experience. However, their limited knowledge of how the world works leaves them vulnerable to accepting blame for an event that was out of their control.


•  Chronic illness or disability can affect family relationships and disrupt friendships, because children spend time in hospitals or ill at home. Children often need as much support for their social network as dealing with medical symptoms.
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The balance between nature and nurture


A basic question asked about children is whether their development is determined by a pattern laid down before they were born, or whether children’s reactions are the result of later experiences. This question sets the influence of nature (inborn reactions, heredity) in contrast with nurture (the impact of experience, their environment). The first answer is that child development is not as simple as ‘So, is it nature or nurture?’ Children’s development is influenced by their genetic inheritance, including how young brains develop. But there is ample evidence that direct experiences work on that biological base, even before birth, and certainly from the earliest days of infancy.
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What does it mean?


Nature: a term used to mean all the influences that are separate from the impact of experience.


Biological programming: the basic materials with which babies are born, including how their brains work and body chemistry.


Nurture: a term used to mean all the influences, other than genetics and biological programming. In this context ‘nurture’ is contrasted with ‘nature’.


Experience: what happens to babies and children, either through their direct action, or how they are treated by other people and how social circumstances affect them through their carers’ behaviour.


Environment: usually means the physical features of the location in which children are raised, but is sometimes used interchangeably with experience.
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No sensible psychologist or biologist talks any more in blunt ‘either or’ terms about genetic and environmental factors, unless there is a well-supported causal explanation of a specific disability or chronic health condition. Patterns laid down through biological programming are only the beginning of the story of child development. Behaviour genetics is a relatively new area of research and studies have suggested that there is a genetic element in such varied areas as body shape, some aspects of cognitive problem solving, reading disability, extreme antisocial behaviour and variations in temperament. This approach explores genetics as a possible explanation and talks about probabilities but not certainties.


Computer imaging technology has allowed detailed study of the functioning of the brain. However, there is still a great deal we do not know about brain development, and a growing range of misinterpretations. For instance, responsible early years and school practice should be very alert to any differences in how boys and girls experience provision, or achieve against the current standards. However, many of the confident claims about sex differences in early brain development do not stand up to scrutiny. Lise Eliot (2009) concludes from a substantial review that any sex differences in brain functioning or structure are very small, and further studies often do not replicate the initial findings. However, Eliot points out that some small differences in development, such as girls starting to speak, on average, slightly earlier than boys, have an impact on daily experience. Persistent adult beliefs about ‘typical’ behaviour for boys or girls affect children’s experiences, which are laid down in neural connections.
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Two periods in the lives of children seem to be especially influenced by biological programming: the first year of life and puberty. At both of these times, babies and then adolescents experience substantial physical changes that happen without conscious effort on their part. However, even these powerful internal forces can be further shaped by the environment.


Babies do not have to be taught to use their limbs, to crawl or walk; they naturally develop all the skills they possess. Yet malnutrition and severe restrictions on movement can limit babies’ physical skills, as a result of ill health and lack of necessary practice. However, even serious deprivation does not have the same impact on all babies. Studies of very poor practice in understaffed residential nurseries in the 1940s and 50s produced distressing descriptions of babies in despair, who lay silent in their cots all day. Yet, other babies, less than a year old, were trying again and again to climb out of their cot and attract attention.


Around the world, young people experience puberty at some time between nine and sixteen years of age. The exact timing of the onset is largely caused by individual biological programming. But puberty can be delayed by a restricted diet and a great deal of physical exercise. The childlike appearance of some female gymnasts in the 1980s was created by extremely vigorous training programmes, which have since been described as abusive. In the first half of the 20th century, the average age of onset for puberty decreased in the Western hemisphere. The main reasons for this decrease seem to have been the result of a less physically active lifestyle for many children, combined with their consuming sufficient food for physical needs.


Reflective and knowledgeable practitioners


The last years of the 20th century and the first decade of the 21st century brought many changes to early years and school practice within the four nations that comprise the UK. Some developments and initiatives have been very welcome, not least the recognition that early childhood is so very important. However, UK society often still values very young children for what they will become and is inclined to be less interested in who they are at the moment. Ignorance about early child development, combined with significant pressures to provide economic value, has sometimes created a kind of educational bullying that risks derailing good practice with young children.


Being on the side of young children


Even experienced early years practitioners have sometimes been made to doubt the value of what they do and have felt a sense of headlong rush to move children at speed through crucial early skills and experiences. Early years practitioners need to find, sometimes rediscover, the sense of professional competence and knowledge that promotes the well being of children. The foundation for such confidence has to be knowledge about child development. What are realistic expectations for young children? Early years practitioners also need to gain the theoretical framework that supports such understanding.


The adults who are most helpful to children are willing and able to reflect on what they do. Practitioners (and parents too) need to see themselves as people who make choices and could therefore sometimes change how they react. In the professional sphere, this approach is called being a reflective practitioner and this description has a lot in common with the outlook of being a lifelong learner. This book addresses questions of ‘What do we know about child development?’ and ‘What is the basis for our confidence about this knowledge?’ Thoughtful practitioners are ready to consider ‘How do I think about children?’ and ‘Are there alternative, maybe better perspectives?’


Practitioners who think they know everything are a hazard to children. When you are willing to reflect, you can learn, and that behaviour models a positive outlook for children. Finding scope for improvement is not necessarily a criticism of what has gone before; it can be much more about ‘Let’s try another approach here’ and ‘If I’m honest, I’d lost sight of…’. The many aspects to developing as a reflective practitioner are explored in Lindon (2012c).
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What does it mean?


Reflective practitioner: an outlook for early years, and other professionals, in which you are ready to think as well as to act and to explore the reasons behind practical ideas and approaches.
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What is meant by ‘theory’?


The word ‘theory’ is used in rather different ways and it is important to be clear about its meaning in the context in which it is used. In early years, playwork or school practice, the word is not always used in the more academic sense, which is discussed later in this section. For instance, within the early years profession, the term ‘theory’ is often used to mean the ideas behind what is proposed as good practice. Sometimes this reference to conceptual understanding is called a ‘theoretical perspective’. You may also encounter the word ‘theory’ applied to what I would call descriptive information about child development. In that context, ‘theory’ refers to any idea that is not an activity to do with young children.


Different working definitions for ‘theory’ are not a problem, provided that it is clear which definition is applicable right now. In this book, I cover the more academic theories of child development in Chapters 2 and 3. Throughout the book different theoretical perspectives are covered that can inform, and sometimes improve, practice day by day with children. I do not apply the word ‘theory’ to descriptions of how children develop over the months and years. It is, however, a crucial area of knowledge, if practitioners are to operate with realistic expectations of babies and young children.
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What does it mean?


Theory of child development: a set of ideas proposed to explain how children develop and sometimes also to predict what will happen under certain circumstances.


Theoretical perspective: a particular angle on making sense of events or experiences.


Key concept: an idea, arising from a theory or theoretical perspective, which can be used to shape practice, including aiding reflection.
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Theory and academic practice


In the social sciences, a theory is a framework incorporating a set of ideas or principles that is used to guide the collection and interpretation of facts. Theories are sometimes developed from observations as the theorist strives to make sense of information that is already available. In a strict scientific definition, a theory should then generate clear-cut predictions that can be tested through research under controlled conditions. New information is gathered and interpreted so as to prove or disprove the theory.
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What does it mean?


Theory: the word broadly means a set of ideas about experiences or events. ‘Theory’ and ‘theorists’ can take on different meanings in practice.


Research: this word broadly means finding out about experiences and events. Researchers use a variety of methods (see Chapter 4). Some research plans rest upon theory.
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In reality, life is not that simple. Many theories within social science are not amenable to being proved one way or another, certainly not in the way meant by the physical sciences. Some limitations are properly placed by ethical considerations. But all theorists and researchers also operate within a time and place. The main theories covered in Chapters 2 and 3 only make full sense through their place on the social history timeline. Some research is easier to fund, and some theoretical concepts easier to promote, within one decade or cultural context than another. Despite claims to be supportive of evidence-based policy making, government sources of funding can be as tetchy about inconvenient results as commercial organisations.


Theorists are people too. The claims about objectivity and the reasoned consideration of information do not always hold true. It is very tempting to make sense of information in the light of your own theory, rather than recognise that somebody else’s theoretical framework does an equally good, or even a better, job. Theory builders are creative thinkers and this process has a strong element of ‘let’s pretend’.




•  Let’s pretend that the entire universe can be viewed as a kind of string. There is a theory in physics which argues that physical matter consists of one-dimensional filaments that vibrate, a bit like guitar strings, to create particles. Nobody can see this ‘string’, but the concept has been widely used from the last two decades of the 20th century.


•  Let’s pretend that all women experience penis envy. This was the proposal of Sigmund Freud within his psychoanalytic theory that female personal development is shaped by the realisation, at about four years of age, that they do not have this appendage.





Young children grasp the boundary between pretend and reality. They step away from playing the game of ‘Let’s pretend I’m a helicopter and my arms are those whirly things’ in order to have lunch. Creative adult thinkers, whose theory is now enmeshed with their professional career, can find stepping away more of a struggle. The nature of academic debate around rival theories can surprise outsiders with the playground level of exchanges, despite the long words and complex sentences. Media interest in research can be complicating factors, since the ‘ifs, buts and maybes’ of responsible studies do not make snappy headlines and short soundbites. All professionals involved with children, and adolescents too, share the responsibility to do at least a basic check, especially if the finding is likely to affect practice, or has already entered the arena of ‘It’s a well-known fact that…’.
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Make the connection with… Children as theorists


Everyone does some theorising, a level of abstract thinking in order to make sense of the world and relationships. There seems to be a basic human need to bring some predictability out of an initially unfamiliar situation.


Young children try to work out what is happening and why. Partly they are fuelled by intellectual curiosity. However, children also feel more confident when there is tolerable certainty and reasonable predictability about daily life. It builds their sense of emotional security.


Children can work on the two broad patterns of theory building:




•  Inductive reasoning: when you gather plenty of information and build your theory on that basis. Young children use this approach and there is increasing evidence (Gopnik, 2009) that babies do so too.


•  Deductive reasoning: when you have a working theory and set up expectations on that basis. This pattern of theory building is more typical of adolescents; children will only manage it in familiar circumstances.





See if you can identify simple examples of theory building by children. What do familiar children do or say, even very young ones, which lead you to think that they have a working idea of how their world operates?
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Theory, evidence and wisdom



Theories can guide us in making sense of what is happening to children and offer useful explanations of how children develop. Key theoretical concepts can lead to practical ideas that will help you to support children in their learning and puzzle out what they do not understand. You will soon realise that some theories take such diverse viewpoints that their respective supporters will never reach agreement. As practitioners who are useful to children, you need to keep an open mind and look for what you can take away from the different perspectives. Contrary to what enthusiastic theorists will sometimes claim, there is no evidence that any one group has a more complete understanding of young children in all their complexity.


In early years work, as in many practical professions, knowledge has been gained from two main sources:





1 Evidence is gathered from the systematic use of research methods, through which information is gathered and interpreted.



2 Wisdom is gained through insights that emerge through daily practice, what seems to work best and learning from colleagues, often but not always more experienced in years.
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Knowledge gleaned only from ‘evidence’ or from ‘wisdom’ can be of limited value on its own. When research knowledge is uninformed by the wisdom of practitioners, it can appear irrelevant to real dilemmas. However, well-planned research, when researchers take care to examine their assumptions, can test the ‘everybody knows’ statements about practice with children that otherwise continue unchallenged.


On the other hand, wisdom gained through experience, direct or from that of other people, needs to be responsive to research findings. Otherwise, practice can stagnate. Experienced practitioners need to share the wisdom they have gained. But their experience is most effective when they have reflected on the reasons for what they do and can share that process of thinking, as well as the details of practice.


Resources




•  Eliot, L. (2009) Pink brain, blue brain: how small differences grow into troublesome gaps and what we can do about it. New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. Access presentation at http://fora.tv/2009/09/29/Lise_Eliot_Pink_Brain_Blue_Brain



•  Gopnik, A. (2009) The philosophical baby: what children’s minds tell us about truth, love and the meaning of life. London: Bodley Head. Also a conversational feature on www.edge.org/3rd_culture/gopnik09/gopnik09_index.html



•  Lindon, J. (2012c) Reflective practice and early years professionalism (2nd edn). London: Hodder Education.







Chapter 2 Explaining child development: considering nature and nurture


Few theorists or researchers would now try to argue for a stark choice between nature or nurture. However, the social history of explaining child development includes some theorists with firm inclinations weighted either towards biology or towards the impact of experience. This chapter considers two broad schools of approach to explaining, and sometimes describing, development throughout childhood. The discussion covers some key aspects of what the theoretical approach says, but also includes implications that continue to apply to practice with children. All the theories and theorists described in this chapter, and in Chapter 3, continue to exert an influence on current practice with children.


The main sections in this chapter are:




•  Biological maturation theories


•  Environmental learning theories.





Biological maturation theories


Some theories focus especially on the impact of biological and maturational processes on human development. The focus of all biological theories is that the patterns of development that everyone shares and our individual differences are based in:




•  The instructions laid down in the genes (an inherited pattern) and control exerted by hormones


•  The patterns of maturation triggered by messages from the brain, including human body chemistry


•  Inevitable patterns that arise from biological constitution and basic human drives.





Theorists who ground their ideas in biology do not usually claim that the environment has no part to play. They argue that genetic programming and the internal workings of the brain are a powerful influence and should not be discounted. Biological maturation theories were largely out of favour by the mid-20th century, but there is now renewed interest in the biological basis to development and behaviour patterns.



A process of maturation



Arnold Gesell and his colleagues, working in the USA during the 1920s and 30s, established a maturational approach to child development, which still exerts influence today. Gesell (1954) believed that the sequence of development for babies and children was controlled by a process of maturation, which means the emergence of physical characteristics, shared by all members of a species and triggered by the information in the genes. He believed that the environment has a supportive role, but that the push towards change was internal to the child.


Gesell and his team studied babies and children in great detail and their descriptions were very specific to particular ages. Their research work was extended into developmental tests for assessing babies and children. The ideas of ‘milestones’ and ‘developmental norms’ largely emerged from Gesell’s work. The maturational approach, as developed by Gesell, influenced advice books for parents throughout the 1940s and 50s. Some writers were very specific about what ‘your child should be doing’ at given ages. A related idea that passed into advice for parents was that babies and children would achieve the different developmental stages and skills when they were ready and that certain kinds of behaviour, such as two-year-olds’ tantrums, were ‘phases’ that would pass.
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What does it mean?


Maturational theory: the approach that there is a developmental sequence of changes, controlled by instructions in the genetic code that is shared by all children.


Developmental norms: statements about what any child is likely to be able to do or understand within a given age range, usually with the proviso that special needs have not exerted an impact on a child’s potential.


Developmental milestones: a term often used for what are seen as the more important achievements for children in different areas of their development.
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The maturational approach to child development stimulated a tremendous interest in the detail of what children did. The focus on ‘normal’ development was a contrast with the psychoanalytical approach, also prominent at this time, which highlighted so much that could apparently go wrong. The maturational approach reassured parents that they were not personally responsible for every ‘hiccup’ in their child’s development. This removal of blame could be a relief.


On the other hand, if development unfolded whatever adults did, the straightforward maturational approach did not generate practical ideas of how parents could help, beyond sitting out an apparent phase like tantrums. Unreflective application of the ideas can still lead to rather sweeping statements about ‘all’ children of a given age. To stay with the example of tantrums, it is accurate that many two-year-olds, and young children who are slightly older, swiftly run out of their ability to cope with frustration. However, the behaviour of the grown-up involved may have precipitated, or at least failed to prevent, the emotional and physical meltdown. There can be more than one individual having a tantrum in a fraught situation and not everyone is two years of age (see Lindon, 2012e).


Sound knowledge of child development


A rigid approach to developmental norms failed to allow for much variety between individual children, and some resulting materials were very specific about what should happen at a given age. Additionally, for many decades the maturational approach to ‘normal’ child development was strongly based in a Western and Eurocentric context. The idea of a ‘universal child’ has been roundly criticised since the 1980s, at the same time as far greater awareness has grown of variations in child rearing, both within and between cultures. An additional concern is that children with disabilities could seem to be invisible in terms of normal development. It is disheartening and very unhelpful if children are defined largely by their failure to reach developmental milestones on time. A more inclusive approach has required that information about patterns of development can be extended to include details of finer steps along the way.


Undoubtedly, there can still be problems if early years practitioners use information about child development in an inflexible way. However, my professional stance remains that good practice with young children is impossible without a sound knowledge to inform realistic expectations for children within a broad age range. This professional need was met for many years in the UK by Mary Sheridan’s booklets on development (1960, 1977). The original publications are still reliable for much of the description; but in a more diverse society, they increasingly looked monocultural because of specific assumptions around aspects such as dress and eating utensils. The material was updated by Meggitt and Sutherland (2000) and, in a different way, is covered in Lindon (2012e).
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Pause for reflection


In your own practice how do you work towards a suitable balance between a sound basis of knowledge about child development and acknowledging individual patterns and differences?




•  How do you refresh your knowledge and check that your developmental expectations of young children are reliable?


•  How do you decide whether to be concerned about a child, that their development is delayed in one or more areas?


•  On what basis do you come to the conclusion that individual children are doing well for their age? It cannot just be in terms of comparison with other children you know well. If, for instance, many of the children in your provision have limited communication skills, then a ‘normally’ conversational three-year-old may appear outstanding.


•  In what ways do you ensure that you notice the slower progress of a child whose disability continues to affect their pattern of development, although perhaps not in all aspects of their learning?
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Of course, it is important to be flexible about using broad developmental expectations. Children vary in the age at which they accomplish all the different skills of their development. It is certainly not possible to make absolute statements along the lines of ‘At 14 months of age all toddlers will be able to…’. However, part of early years professionalism is the ability to recognise those children who are doing well for their age and are ready to be stretched, to enjoy a well-judged challenge within their everyday experiences. But early years practitioners should also be aware, in a constructive way, of those children who are struggling and need some extra help. You need a sound basis to answer ‘When should we worry?’ It is possible to build a flexible use of knowledge of child development without ‘signing up’ to rigid maturational theory.
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Make the connection with… Realistic expectations


The Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE) project (page 58) identified sound knowledge of child development as one of the key markers for quality in early years provision, linked with their research of the best outcomes in terms of children’s learning.


You need reliable information to make sense of how best to relate to children and to hold realistic expectations. The problems that can arise from unrealistic expectations are raised in other sections of this book, for example early literacy (page 152) and equality practice (page 237).
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A biological basis for human behaviour



The development of attachment


Biologically, humans are part of the mammal family of creatures. A strand of theory and study has looked for connections between human behaviour and that of our closest animal relatives. Konrad Lorenz, a zoologist working in Austria from the 1930s, observed animal behaviour and was the founder of the discipline of ethology. Lorenz showed that there were crucial periods in the early days of mammals, and some birds, when attachment had to take place between infant and mother. Some patterns of animal behaviour seemed to be innate: animals were born with these tendencies; they did not learn the behaviour through experience.


In the later part of his career, Lorenz applied his ideas to human behaviour. John Bowlby, working in the UK from the 1940s, used the studies to explain the early attachment behaviour of human infants. Bowlby believed that the development of attachment specifically between baby and mother was an innately driven set of behaviours that protected infants at a vulnerable time.


A biological basis for play


There has also been interest in the possible biological origins of children’s play. Young mammals all show apparently spontaneous, playful behaviour with their peers. You will observe such activity if you watch young lambs in the fields, or watch nature television programmes about mammals within the cat family, such as lion or tiger cubs. Young mammals, besides human children, use props in their play: logs for jumping, materials that can be dragged by limb or jaw and sticks held by young mammals from the ape or monkey family.


The biological explanation for playful behaviour is that it has a survival function for young mammals. They practise physical skills that will be useful for adult life. The playful exchanges between youngsters build social connections that strengthen troupe life for mammals that live in large extended groups. Immature mammals copy the actions of their elders, learning some skills that are crucial for obtaining food and self-care. Playful behaviour is common in young mammals raised in social groups and only extreme social deprivation seems to prevent that development; this is true for young humans as well as for young monkeys. The conclusion drawn is that playful and exploratory behaviour is part of the mammal, and therefore, human biological programming for life. Play is not instinctive, that is to say the behaviour is not automatically triggered, but young mammals seem to be strongly predisposed to play.
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Pause for reflection


See if you can engage children in an exploration about ‘Is it only children who play?’ Three-year-olds may manage a conversation, but this question is far more likely to make sense to four- or five-year-olds. You could start with ‘I was wondering…’ and explore the following:




•  Have the children made observations of their own pets or animals within their extended family?


•  Children living in, or who visit, rural areas may have watched lambs or calves in the fields.


•  In partnership with parents, you could weave in learning about play through good nature and animal documentary programmes on the television.


•  What do children think? Are the animals playing? What games or play items do they seem to like? Do only children and animals play, or do adults play?
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The psychoanalytic approach


Many early years practitioners are aware of the ideas of Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, because from the late 20th century ideas from their theories have been woven into childcare textbooks. (These theorists are discussed in Chapter 3.) Piaget and Vygotsky developed their theories over the 1920s and 30s, but neither theory gained much attention outside their immediate circle for about 30 years. The first half of the 20th century was dominated by the psychoanalytic theory of Sigmund Freud (discussed in this section) and the behaviourism of researchers like B. F. Skinner (discussed from page 25). Neither of these theorists made detailed observations of real children, such as those gathered by Piaget or Vygotsky. As Alison Gopnik et al. comment about the original theories, ‘Freud largely relied on inferences from the behaviour of neurotic adults and Skinner on inferences from the behaviour of only slightly less neurotic rats’ (2001: 19). However, both schools of thought have diversified significantly since their infancy and both have exerted an impact on early years practice.


Sigmund Freud


Freud worked largely in Vienna, Austria from the 1890s, developing a clinical practice in neuropsychology. He worked from case studies and adult patients, and also, it would now appear, from his own personal traumas. Freud became convinced that energy from the libido, an unconscious sexual drive, was the force behind most human behaviour. His emphasis on the biological motivation places him with this grouping of theories. But his emphasis on the emotional life of children and adults led to the very different psychoanalytic tradition, starting in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The theory was also linked with Freud’s development of a form of therapy called psychoanalysis. This approach to therapy has diversified since that time and the general therapeutic approach is sometimes called psychodynamic.
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Freud developed a theory of stages in children’s development in which the libido exerted most impact in the part of a child’s body that was sensitive at that age. Freud proposed five psychosexual stages: oral, anal, phallic, latency and genital. Freud believed that, at each stage, children needed sufficient stimulation for the area of their body in which key sensations were focused. He proposed that over- or under-stimulation led individuals to become fixated, by which he meant that they were stuck at that particular developmental stage, continuing to struggle in adult life with that unresolved emotional conflict. This theory claimed that the basics of adult personality were determined by the time a child reached five years of age.


Psychoanalytic theory moved on from biological drives to emphasise that behaviour was shaped by unconscious thoughts and feelings, as well as conscious processes. Some material in the unconscious can only rise to full awareness if people are prepared to explore the possibility, either in personal introspection, or through therapy. A further development in Freud’s theory was that anxiety gives rise to conflict, which children and later adults manage through a range of defence mechanisms. These forms of self-protection work at the unconscious level. Freud regarded them as psychologically healthy, unless they led to a serious distortion of reality. The concept of defence mechanisms has entered much of ordinary conversation; for example, Freud’s explanation of suppression, when an unhappy experience or uncomfortable dilemma is pushed to the back of your mind for a while. Another defence strategy is that of projection: dealing with anxiety or inability to cope by claiming another person feels in this way.


Psychoanalytic theory has a wealth of ideas but very few are open to objective challenge (to be honest), like a fair number of interesting, psychological concepts. However, some ideas, such as the idea of infantile sexuality, are presented in such a circular way that any observation can be fitted to the theoretical concept. Some applications of the defence mechanism of denial, for instance of childhood abuse, have extended to the claim that the very fact of denying something traumatic happened is evidence that it must have occurred. The application of Freudian ideas to child development has sometimes led to a depressing view of childhood and family life as an inevitable minefield of problems. Some stages, for instance adolescence, have been presented as being considerably more fraught than is the experience of many families. There is also the potential problem of a self-fulfilling prophecy when parents, or other adults, approach adolescents in the firm expectation of being presented with trouble.


The striking contribution of psychoanalytic theory was to highlight unconscious feelings and thoughts; that everything is not described by what we observe on the surface. This powerful focus led Freud and his fellow theorists to be in continuous argument with the behaviourists. The importance of feelings, recognising the emotional life of children and of their parents, was in striking contrast to the fierce training approaches to childcare of behaviourists such as John Watson. Benjamin Spock was very influenced by Freud and his advice books for parents brought the practical applications of psychoanalytic theory into ordinary homes from the 1940s.


Some readers may well feel that Freud and his ideas are ancient history. But psychoanalytic theory has exerted a significant influence on Western thought, as much for the breakaway groups as for the original ideas. By the second decade of the 20th century, there were fierce arguments between different individuals within the original group. Some theorists left on a permanent basis, to develop their own distinct approach. Many of the disagreements were about Freud’s strong emphasis on the sexual drive as the main explanation of development. Ideas evolved along separate paths and considerable attention came to be focused on the impact of experience and social context for child development.


Alfred Adler


Adler was a doctor who explored psychopathology, working closely with Freud in Vienna until 1911, when he left Freud’s circle to develop what he called individual psychology. Adler and his followers emphasised the struggle against feelings of inferiority and increasingly explored children’s life within their family, especially the impact of birth order on the experiences of childhood. Adler believed children’s behaviour, and later that of adults, was shaped by their interpretations of what happened in social interactions. Children developed a belief system about themselves and their sense of self-worth, which in turn influenced children’s abilities to relate to other people in a sense of shared social interest.
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Alfred Adler and another Austrian doctor, Rudolf Dreikurs, developed the first child guidance clinics in Vienna. These were all closed by the Austrian government in 1934 and Dreikurs emigrated to the United States of America in 1937. Alfred Adler had been visiting the USA regularly since the 1920s. Rudolf Dreikurs developed Adler’s ideas into a practical approach to guiding children’s behaviour that has been influential in some parenting programmes. Dreikurs and his colleagues also applied their insights to the school classroom. A key idea has been that adults can guide children’s outlook and behaviour in a more positive manner, once they recognise the purpose behind the child’s behaviour. Dreikurs developed concepts to bring together emotions and behaviour, the importance of encouragement and using consequences rather than punishment (Lindon, 2012d).


Erik Erikson


Erikson was born in Germany and became interested in psychoanalysis in the late 1920s after meeting Anna Freud, who had joined her father in the psychoanalytic movement. In 1933 Erikson emigrated to the United States of America and by the late 1930s he began to study cultural influences on child development, especially the experiences of children from different American Indian groups. Consequently, Erikson developed his theory that all societies develop a social response to deal with similar problems within personality development, yet the exact solutions differ. By 1950, he had finalised his view of psychosocial development: a sequence of stages that were strongly influenced by the society in which children were raised.
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Erikson viewed behaviour as fuelled by a series of basic tasks, or dilemmas, that children face at different ages. Erikson made sense of development through how children resolved these tasks, sometimes presented as crises. He proposed that in the first year, babies face the dilemma of basic trust versus mistrust: of the predictability of the world, of babies’ ability to affect events and the behaviour of key people around them. By the time young children reach two and three years of age, their dilemma has become a balance between the desire for autonomy versus shame and doubt. Toddlers’ increased mobility enables them to act more independently. Yet this development is balanced against the reaction of others to toddlers’ preferred actions and the need to learn some self-control. Erikson argued that by the age of four and up to five years, children’s main task was to resolve initiative versus guilt. Young children’s physical and intellectual abilities allow them to be creative. However, this activity has to be balanced with learning limits, from a growing sense of conscience and boundaries set by adults.


In Erikson’s theory, children’s behaviour will be shaped by how they balance the competing possibilities of each dilemma and reach some degree of resolution. Balance is a key issue since young children need, for instance, some level of wariness. Total and undiscriminating trust would not be a psychologically healthy outlook. Erikson also diverged from original Freudian theory by taking a view of developmental change that stretched into young adulthood, rather than being essentially complete by five years of age. Erikson thought that middle childhood was the time for dealing with a dilemma between industry (or competence) and inferiority. Adolescence was the period when young people explored and re-examined their personal identity in a dilemma of identity versus role confusion.


Psychoanalytic theory in England


The original psychoanalytic movement remained strong in Austria until Freud escaped from the Nazi occupation in 1938 with his youngest daughter, Anna, and they settled in London. Anna Freud was irritated to find that Melanie Klein, with her rather different theoretical interpretation, was already well established. Anna Freud had to use funds from the USA to set up her nursery and she established the Hampstead Child Therapy Clinic. In 1984, two years after her death, the Anna Freud Centre was established and continues to support children and their families.


Melanie Klein, who was also an Austrian psychoanalyst, had moved to London in 1926. She had diverged from traditional Freudian theory to focus almost exclusively on the very early years of the mother–child relationship, as the forum for powerful infant emotional impulses. The psychoanalytic ideas of Melanie Klein and John Bowlby (see page 83) directly affected national policy and nursery practice, especially around the time of the Second World War and the years following it (Riley, 1993). The ideas of both Anna Freud and Melanie Klein influenced the development of play therapy in the UK. Once again, later theoretical positions have evolved and many play therapists do not subscribe to any version of Freudian theory.


Susan Isaacs


Susan Isaacs worked in England from the 1920s and was initially influenced by the ideas of Melanie Klein. A common thread between Klein and Freud was that they both believed the unconscious life of children, including the emotional conflicts underpinning the development of identity, was revealed through the themes and symbols of children’s play, especially imaginary play. Susan Isaacs parted company with this psychoanalytic tradition once she concluded that children’s play had a broader developmental function than reflecting emotional turmoil.


[image: ]


Susan Isaacs is significant because her ideas have affected early years theory and practice. She exerted a direct influence during the 1930s under the name Ursula Wise, when she answered readers’ questions on the problem page of Nursery World. She ran the Malting House School in Cambridge, which for five years offered an education to about 20 children, aged from three to ten years. Her approach offered great scope for active exploration and learning based on children’s consuming interests. Isaacs made very detailed observations of what children did at the school and she became as interested in studying children’s thinking processes as their emotional life. Her books are thought-provoking and contain much that is relevant to early 21st-century practitioners (Drummond, 2000; Graham, 2009).


Susan Isaacs envisaged play as an emotional release but also that it had an equally important educational function. Susan Isaacs drew on a range of theoretical sources, including the ideas of Jean Piaget, with whom she did not always agree (page 68). She appears to be the original source for the concept that children’s play was their work and her writings reflect a deep respect for their ability to drive and organise their own learning.
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Take another perspective


The psychoanalytic approach has supported very detailed observations of babies and children, not only with their families, but also in out-of-home care, such as day nurseries. This tradition has promoted the importance of personal relationships and the need for a key person approach in group care (page 89).


In my professional career as a psychologist, I have never felt so convinced by a theory that I have wanted to ‘sign up’ with that school of thought and abandon all others. I take issue with some of the ideas within psychoanalytic theory, but I also challenge some concepts from other theoretical standpoints.


You do not have to agree with all the theoretical concepts behind the observational research from a psychoanalytic base. You can look at the applications and the power of an approach that puts young children and their personal experience at the centre of how to judge good practice over early childhood.
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Environmental learning theories



Most theorists who have a strong focus on the impact of the environment and learning through experience do not deny the impact of biological factors. It is a matter of balance, of believing that the major causes of developmental change are located in the child’s environment. An alternative perspective is that understanding the impact of experience provides far more scope for effective action to support children’s development.


Learning theory developed as the major competitor to psychoanalytic theory in the first quarter of the 20th century. Learning theorists focus on what children, or adults, learn through experience and the consequences of their behaviour. So this approach is sometimes called behaviourism. In basic terms, behaviour is understood to change, following patterns of reward and punishment. The extreme behaviourist stance, which few theorists now take, was that newborn babies start with biological reflexes, but everything else is then learned through direct experience.


Learning through conditioning


The principles of learning theory were first explored in work with animals and three names are most associated with this aspect of behaviourist theory:





1 Ivan Pavlov was a Russian doctor whose research into the digestion of animals led him, by the late 1890s, to formulate his laws of the conditioned reflex. By the 1930s Pavlov worked to apply his ideas to explain human psychiatric problems. Pavlov’s theoretical concepts describe a process called classical conditioning.



2 John Watson was a psychologist working in the USA from the early part of the 20th century. By the 1920s and 30s, Watson’s theory of behaviourism dominated psychology. He asserted that human behaviour should, like any animal behaviour, be studied under exacting conditions in an experimental laboratory. Watson resigned his post as a professor in 1920 after adverse publicity about his divorce. He then promoted his ideas through books, including emotion-free childcare advice for parents. His firm ideas still echo in claims that babies are spoiled if you pick them up when they cry.



3 B. F. Skinner (always known in this form; his first names were Burrhus Frederic) was a psychologist working in the USA from the 1930s. Skinner was strongly influenced by the ideas of Pavlov and of Watson, but he judged that classical conditioning was a limited explanation.





The simple, rather mechanical-sounding explanations of the early work based on dogs, rats and pigeons do not make much sense when applied to humans. Much like the psychoanalytic tradition, the diversification of ideas in the following decades has led behaviourists a long distance from the first theoretical perspective. However, you need to understand the basics, in order to make sense of how learning theory then developed.


Classical conditioning occurs when a new signal or stimulus brings out an existing behavioural response. One example would be that, if you stroke a young baby gently on the cheek, she will automatically turn and begin to suck. She does not have to learn to turn and suck. It is an automatic reflex with which babies are born; and it is a very useful one if you are trying to get a distracted baby to feed. Classical conditioning involves an involuntary response; the response is not an active choice, but is an inbuilt physical reaction.


In classical conditioning terms, the touch on the baby’s cheek is the unconditioned stimulus and the turning and sucking are the unconditioned response. The term ‘unconditioned’ means that the baby does not have to learn either of these reactions. Now, other events, or ‘stimuli’, can become associated with the unconditioned stimulus of touch. For instance, perhaps the mother talks gently as she picks the baby up for a feed, or the baby seems to recognise the mother’s familiar smell and starts to turn and try to suck without the touch on the cheek. The sounds of the mother’s words or her body smell have become a conditioned stimulus and the sucking is now a conditioned response to learned patterns. The baby’s behaviour has changed as the result of experience.
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Pause for reflection




•  Classical conditioning is an oversimplified process to use when attempting to explain the complexity of human learning. But you probably get closest to this pattern when feelings and senses are involved. People and places can become associated in the most basic, and non-rational, way with both pleasant and unpleasant events. These reactions are personal and can last a long time.


•  My stomach still churns in reaction to a distinctive aroma of institutional cooking. The smell brings back an unhappy memory of being forced to eat a ‘disgusting’ school lunch at the age of five. On the other hand, the smell of coal dust has positive associations for me. It triggers happy memories of playing in my grandparents’ garden in a Welsh mining village.


•  Think for a while and you will almost certainly come up with similar personal examples of an association, when your reaction was not deliberate in any way.
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B. F. Skinner explored a second type of learning through direct experience, which was called instrumental or operant conditioning. The second term became more usual. This process involves linking a new response to an existing stimulus. In contrast, classical conditioning links an existing response to a new stimulus. The change is achieved through the principles of reinforcement. Any behaviour (response) that is reinforced is likely to be repeated in the same or similar situation in which the reinforcement (stimulus) previously happened. In contrast to classical conditioning, operant conditioning involves a deliberate action as a response to events.


Through these processes, Skinner trained laboratory birds and animals to perform complex actions, including getting pigeons to play a kind of table tennis. He applied the ideas to human learning processes to propose the efficiency of programmed learning by teaching machines; this occurred long before the introduction of computer software. Using these programmes, children or adults could learn at their own pace and were rewarded for correct responses.
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Make the connection with… Step-by-step learning


There have been practical applications of the behaviourist approach in carefully structured learning programmes for children, including those for children with physical or learning disabilities. It is possible to use the ideas without the queasy lack of emotion proposed by Skinner or Watson, for whom feelings were an inconvenient, disruptive factor in the process.


A focus on the step-by-step learning has been valuable in illuminating all the finer developments that are very important to notice, teach and reward when children’s development may be slower than or different from that of their peers. An example would be the practical ideas behind the Portage system, a home-visiting programme for young children and their families, originally developed in Portage, USA, during the early 1970s. For more information see www.portage.org.uk.
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Take another perspective


It is intriguing to note that the logical ideas of B. F. Skinner depended partly on chance and human error. When I was studying experimental psychology as an undergraduate, I was told the following account of how Skinner discovered that reinforcement did not have to happen every time in order to change behaviour.


Apparently, one night his equipment went haywire, or possibly a hapless research assistant failed to check that it was functioning. The next morning the pigeons were performing bizarre movements for no apparent reason. Investigation showed that the equipment had been delivering the reward food pellets in a much more random way, and not how Skinner had required the machine to be programmed. The pigeons were now repeating actions they happened to be making when the food arrived. It did not matter that this movement was not rewarded every time; it worked often enough to satisfy a pigeon. The concept of partial reinforcement was born.
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Social learning theory


Early behaviourist theory depended on research with animals, but soon the ideas were applied to explain and predict human behaviour, including that of children. There are two basic propositions in behaviourist learning theory:




1 Behaviour is strengthened by reinforcement.


2 Behaviour that is reinforced on a partial schedule is stronger, more resistant to stopping altogether, than behaviour that has been reinforced every time.





However, explanations of children’s learning do not work well if they depend entirely on classical and operant conditioning and the kind of rewards that are attractive to dogs or rats. Throughout the 1960s, Albert Bandura, a psychologist working in the USA, developed his theory of social learning.


Bandura noticed that a powerful predictor of children’s behaviour was what they could directly observe other children’s or adults’ behaviour. He added the significance of personal feelings of reinforcement and the link between thinking and observational learning. The more sophisticated approach of social learning theory provides explanations with greater flexibility. These theoretical concepts make more sense for the daily life of children, as opposed to pigeons, even ones who can play table tennis.


In his social learning approach Bandura added two more key propositions about the process of learning:




3 Children learn new behaviours mainly through the process of modelling: adults show through their own behaviour how they would prefer children to behave. This proposition leaves open the real possibility that children also imitate adult behaviour that those grown-ups did not intend to be copied.


4 Children do not only learn actual behaviours that can be observed. They also learn ideas, expectations and develop internal standards about what to do, or not.
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The basic explanation of behaviourism remains that reinforcement increases the likelihood that the behaviour of children or adults will be repeated. Behaviour may be strengthened by positive or negative reinforcement:




•  Positive reinforcement is the addition to the situation, of something pleasant. Reinforcement could be tangible rewards, such as sweets or a prize. But, with children, it is just as likely to be a smile, or hug and words of praise. When positive reinforcement is present after an action, it increases the likelihood of that action happening in the future.


•  Negative reinforcement is the removal of something unpleasant or unwanted from the situation. For instance, perhaps a child does not want to go to bed. She whines and finds excuses to stretch out the bedtime routine. Her parent persists for a while in saying, ‘Hurry up!’ and shouting, ‘Get upstairs, it’s bedtime.’ But the parent soon gives up and lets the child settle on the sofa. The child’s strategy will be strengthened because it has worked: the unwanted going to bed has been postponed.
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