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Dear Parent, 

This information pack was put together after a parent said to me when discussing early 
development of their child, “This is really useful stuff, why don’t we get taught about this in 
school”? 

This information pack includes some useful basic information to help you as a parent read your 
child’s behaviour and understand some basic Developmental Psychology.  

As a parent and a Psychologist it includes information which I use myself in my personal life as a 
parent. It won’t answer all your questions or cover everything, but it will give you some basic 
information about how children develop, which should be useful. 

Basic facts drawn from Psychological research 

 All behaviour is communication. The question is what does it mean? 

There is the behaviour, ‘on the surface’ and a subtext, i.e. ‘what it really means’ 

Behaviour on the surface = I’m not going in the bath now (followed by a tantrum) 

Subtext or meaning may be = I am tired / I need containment (see later) e.g. hug, reassurance 
restating boundary and bath. 

 The intention behind a child’s behaviour is to get their needs met. They will be unaware 

of this. How they do this may be adaptive e.g. “Please may I have a sweet now?” Or mal-

adaptive, “I am not doing my homework!!” This is all completely normal. 

 Children do not arrive knowing what to do or how to behave. If you had a puppy you 

would train it. Children also need some training or teaching, lots of love, reassurance and 

practise to get better at knowing how to behave. They also need to feel good about 

them-selves. The most important teacher of the child is its carer or parent/s. It is 

essential that the child has some of this training from the parent, or in school they will 

be at a big disadvantage. This is not always easy. 

 A parent’s job is the most important job in the world and is a job for which we 

receive the least training so, be gentle with yourself. It is not a matter of being 

perfect. It is a learning curve for all of us and we all sometimes get it wrong. Margot 

Sunderland (Senior Psychotherapist at the Child Centre for Mental Health) suggests 
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that if 30% of our interactions with our children are ‘good’, 30% ‘OK’ and the rest ‘not 

wonderful’ our children will be fine. 

Early Development 

Our brains grow more the first two years of life than at any other point in our lives. At birth 

most of the neurones in the brain are not connected, they are waiting for interaction with key 

adults e.g. parents. It is from this wonderful interaction that the baby starts to learn and 

grow. This is a key time for emotional, learning and early language development. The quality 

and quantity of these interactions matters. This is a critical window of development and the 

child has basic needs that have to be met.  

Sometimes children have gaps in having these basic needs met. If this happens this will show 

in the child’s behaviour. The gap can show any age. The good news is that if we meet these 

needs, the child’s behaviour should also change for the better. This may take longer with an 

older child but persistence pays off. 

 

Useful Question to ask yourself -At what age would you usually see this type of 

behaviour?  

This question is useful for parents and teachers alike. At what age would you usually see this 

type of behaviour? Example - The eight year old child who throws a tantrum. You would usually 

see this type of behaviour around age two. This will be roughly where they are functioning 

emotionally and the same strategies which you would use for a child of this age should help here. 

The likelihood is that the child has not yet had enough training and practise in developing their 

emotional skills, but they can get there particularly if home and school work closely together. 
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The Tantrum stage 

There is usually a battle between the parent and child around age two. It is very important 

that the parent wins this battle. This is the beginning of the child taking their first steps 

towards self-control. It is an early building block in the development of thinking skills and 

developing flexibility of thought and behaviour. These skills are essential in developing 

successful relationships in later life and are very useful in learning. 

All is not lost if you lost this battle, but you need to act now 

If the battle is lost at age two, all is not lost but it is important that the parent with 

support if needed gets this control back. This may be difficult and will involve some battles 

but can be done. 

 

Role of the parent or main care giver 

The parent is effectively an emotional coach or guide. It is a bit like being a coach for a 

football team. The child needs help and clear guidance to know how to behave and why. 

It is a bit like if you want to play a piece of music on your guitar, you don’t get to sound like your 

favourite guitar player without lots of practise. Your child needs your help to guide them. 

Sometimes this will mean you standing firm. 

Development of self-control 

Self-control comes with lots of practice. It needs the adult to act as a mirror to the child to 

help them to see, reflect and know what choices can be made. The child needs some choices e.g. 

you can have A or B, which do you want? We need to support the child’s self-awareness. 

As you talk to your child about emotions you also develop their vocabulary. 
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The ability to reflect is essential in the development of self-control and this is taught over 

time. At first children can’t do this without the adult. The adult helps them to reflect and to 

think. Eventually the child learns how to reflect and think for themselves. This is the beginning 

of self-control. It also helps thinking skills when learning. 

The child needs the help, guidance and support of parents 

 

Children go through the stages of dependency, relative dependency and eventually independence. 

Dependency is when the child is totally dependent on the adult to have their needs met, such as a baby. 

Relative –dependency is the period when the parent supports the child to develop their skills and 

emotional competence. This stage is vitally important and is a longer stage than dependency. Eventually the 

child at last develops independence. This can take many years and for some children this stretches into 

Secondary school. 

During the stage of relative-dependency the child effectively leans on the adult as the adult guides the child 

and this is OK. This is what needs to happen. 

 

 

 

So what are the Key Needs that all humans have to have met?  

 

 

 

Key Needs we all have to have met. 
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These needs are met within key relationships (Margot Sunderland) 

Key needs 

we have to 

have met 

Why this is important Additional ways that 

you can help 

Having a 

good 

relationship 

with the 

parent or 

carer 

attunement 

Having an empathetic attuned relationship enables 

positive discipline. This also means having fun 

together sometimes.  

 

Positive discipline won’t work unless you have the 

relationship first. 

Connect before correct 

Rapport before reason 

Engage don’t enrage 

To understand you have to be understood 

Think about times 

that you can spend 

together having fun 

e.g. playing a game or 

playing together and 

spending time. This 

builds your 

relationship and will 

provide a ‘payoff’ 

when it comes to 

discipline 

What you may notice if this need is not sufficiently met 

This can have different effects. If this need is not met the child may unconsciously try 

to meet the need in a maladaptive way:  

 Some may crave the adult. 

 some will withdraw. 

 some will try to control the relationship with the adult. From this the child meets 

their need for order, control and to some extent safety. 
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Supporting 

the child to 

feel good 

about 

themselves 

- Validation 

We all need to feel good about ourselves. Early 

interactions affect the child’s internal working model 

i.e. I’m OK, You’re OK, the world is OK. 

 

This also includes accepting that how the child 

experiences an event may not be how we see it.  

Example I can see that you are very upset that we 

have to switch the TV off now (acknowledges feeling) 

but now it is bed time or you will be too tired 

tomorrow (explanation). In finding the right words to 

explain to the child what they are feeling (words for 

feelings) and what is happening, over time you help 

them to understand themselves. 

A calming soothing tone of voice also helps. 

As the parent 

accepts the feelings 

of the child, also 

explaining situations 

to children, they are 

supporting emotional 

understanding, 

vocabulary and 

language development 

over time. This also 

helps them in school. 

What you may notice if this need is not sufficiently met 

This child can present as very attention seeking. It is likely that this will also occur in 

school and will need to be addressed. Sometimes this child may misbehave to get attention 

the theory being some attention is better than no attention.  

Supporting 

the child to 

feel 

emotionally 

contained 

Clear structure, boundaries and routine help a child 

to feel emotionally contained i.e. it is felt like a hug. 

They need this they just don’t know that they need 

it. This also helps your child to feel safe. This is best 

done within a warm and loving relationship. 

 

Discipline -Think 

about approaches 

that you might use 

when all is calm such 

as star charts, 

sticker charts or 
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As the child becomes upset, it is very easy to get 

equally upset yourself. The child often knows how to 

‘push your buttons’. It is about trying to keep as calm 

as possible and supporting the child to regulate their 

emotions. This is co-regulation. If a sanction is 

needed let it ‘fit the crime,’ i.e. not too big. xxxxxx 

If you get it wrong sometimes don’t worry but don’t 

give up. Make sure that you have some support. This 

may be the school. 

point systems. School 

will always help you 

with this. 

 

Your relationship with 

your child is very 

important; it helps 

your child feel safe. 

What you may notice if this need is not sufficiently met 

If there are not enough boundaries at home and the child is allowed too much control this is 

not comfortable psychologically. It can produce what is called a ’limit deprived child’. If not 

addressed, in later life the child may experience difficulties in relationships and experience 

difficulties with behaviour and self-control because they have not had opportunities to 

practise these skills. The child needs opportunities to practise self-control with the 

support of the adult. 

Soothing 

your child’s 

dysregulated 

states e.g. 

very upset or 

very happy 

Soothing your child is a very important process that 

actually helps to develop stress regulating systems in 

the brain. The child needs soothing when upset e.g. 

the parent may pick up a young child and give them a 

cuddle when upset. 

The child needs to feel safe. 

Providing reassurance 

and cuddles are good. 

Matching the 

intensity of the 

child’s feelings is 

good with a calm 

soothing tone and 
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without becoming 

angry. 

What you may notice if this need is not sufficiently met 

This child may appear very ‘jiggly’ and find it difficult to focus (hypervigilent or 

hyperaroused) some will also check for safety. 

The child may present as a much younger child. They may struggle to regulate their feelings 

without the support of the adult. Because of immaturity some children will not recognise their 

own feelings. Co-regulation with an adult is needed to practise calm and recognise feelings. 

 


