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Aims of the film

From a child's point of view life is not divided into boxes. The Idea of this film
is to give a holistic all round view of a two year old's development and learn-
ing. It shows the importance of the posititve attachment  relationships which
nurture this process.

Ava is a typical two year old, she loves learning and exploring. She is becom-
ing increasingly independent, wanting to do more things for herself.
Sometimes she becomes overwhelmed by her feelings as she struggles with
what she can and can't do. This film gives a rounded picture of her life, at
home and at nursery, throughout the whole year until her third birthday. It
clearly shows the importance of good relationships with her close adults and
the effects that they have on her overall development. At home you can
see warm and responsive interactions with mum. When Ava starts nursery we
see how this big transition is dealt with. The nursery employs a key person
approach and we watch Ava as she gradually forms an attachment to her
key person, Claire, who we see  interacting with Ava throughout the rest of
the year. 

Helped by her mum and key person, Ava’s develops rapidly during this year
and these steps are clearly documented.We see her playing, learning to
dress herself, beginning to socialise with peers, going shopping, having
tantrums and the whole range of behaviour that are part of being a two
year old. You really get a sense of who she is, what she likes and dislikes and
how she learns. It gives real understanding of what can be gained by observ-
ing individual children.

An interview with Peter Elfer (leading researcher on nursery practice for the
under threes) is interspersed with the documentary footage through out the
film to expand on what is happening and explain theories in more depth. He
explains why forming close, trusting relationships with adults is so important to
Ava’s overall development and learning and why it is crucial to have such a
relationship with a professional worker at nursery, Ava’s key person.

"All of us have key people in our lives – closest friends, partners, immediate
family and perhaps particular extended family members. These special rela-
tionships are the basis of our own sense of being special, loved and belong-
ing, they are the roots of our emotional well being. Yet as adults, whilst we
might need to turn to the key people in our lives urgently at times of difficul-
ty, at other times, it is important to be able to be apart in order that we can
follow individual interests and activities. 

Young children are both similar to and different from adults. They can also
benefit from separation from their key adults at home because they can
then visit friends or be at nursery with all the social opportunities that follow.
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Yet young children do not have the same emotional maturity to manage
separation in the way that adults do. For babies and young children, sepa-
ration can be very painful and they can only manage relatively short periods
of being apart from their main carers, the key people at home. 

That is why this film is so important. The sensitive, close up footage of Ava
allows her to show us what a crucial difference Claire, her key person,
makes. Whilst adults have mobile phones to help them keep in touch, Claire
helps Ava to ‘keep in touch’ with how special she is at home by making her
feel special at nursery. In doing this, Claire also helps Ava feel safe and con-
fident enough to enjoy and benefit from the relationships and interactions on
offer at nursery. And lastly, note how Claire makes a close relationship with
Ava’s Mum, working in partnership with her, something that the most recent
research shows matters to parents most." ( Peter Elfer, Dec 2007)

Using the Film

The film can be watched as a whole but it has also been divided up into
shorter sections making it very versatile and flexible. Each section can be
watched on its own or you can choose to watch a selection of sections. For
example you can watch all of Ava’s time at nursery separately from her time
at home. You can stop after each section to have further discussion about
the topics raised.

About the accompanying notes

These notes have been designed to make the film easy to use and to
enhance the information contained in it. They include:

w A break down of the content of the film with Ava’s age to make it easy 
to find particular parts within each section. 

w There are questions and discussion topics for each section of the film. 
Extra background information is included for each section. 

w A transcript of the films commentary. 

w A transcript of additional sections of the interview with Peter Elfer, 
discussing more about common areas of concern with the key person 
approach.

w A refence list is included at the end.
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Contents of film

Introducing Ava

w Ava's family and multiple attachments
w Elfer - getting used to other's responses
w Relationship with mum
w Getting dressed and self esteem

Ava starts nursery  
26 months

w Introducing key person approach
w Main attributes of key person
w Elfer - separation anxiety
w Key person shows availability, sensitivity and warmth
w Elfer - secondary attachments don't undermine attachments at home
w Mum leaving
w Elfer - key person professionalism - boundaries
w Playground - coping with peers  - key person acts as secure base
w Reunion with mum
w Elfer - parents anxieties about nursery attachments

A day at home, developing independence 
26 to 27 months

w Confident to make choices
w Looking at books, counting, mark making
w Conflict in shop with mum - importance of negotiation
w Parallel play with peer - conflict over objects

Ava's first full day at nursery
27 months

w Arrival - leaving mum
w Not wanting to join group
w Interacting with key person - circle schema
w Asking key person for help
w Elfer - key person can't be with child all of the time
w Creative play
w Choosing to join group
w Reunion with mum
w Elfer - importance of key person's relationship with parents or close carers
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A day with mum, learning and exploring
28 months

w Out with mum - safety, curiosity and learning
w At home playing alone - transport schema, practicing empathy
w Elfer - importance of attachment for development of empathy

A feeling of belonging at nursery
30 months

w Arrival - confident being left
w Curious about environment
w Consolidated relationship with key person
w Elfer - importance of physical contact
w Intimacy - expressing thoughts and feelings
w Meal times - socialising

Playing with Claire at nursery
33 months

w Key person builds on Ava's interests
w Discovering about weights through play with key person 
w Practicing empathy through play with key person
w Elfer - key person's presence helps child's thinking
w Mealtime - socialising with peers

Making friends, joining in
3 years

w Playing with peer at home
w Conflict with peer at home - overwhelming emotions
w Co -operating with peer at nursery
w Group talking time
w Joining group game
w Conclusion - feeling at home in both settings, confident to learn
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Introducing Ava

Here we meet Ava and her family. She lives with her mum, grandma and
uncle. She is closest to her mum and they have a good attachment relation-
ship. She is attached to the other members of the family but mum is her first
choice if she is available. Mum is her ‘secure base’1. By secure base, we
mean that her relationship with mum makes Ava feel safe and confident to
leave mum’s side and begin to explore - you can see how out of attachment
and dependence comes the beginnings of independence. Now she is two
Ava is learning how to do many more things for her self. With help from mum
she is often practicing new skills. Mum is patient, giving plenty of time and
praise. By encouraging and allowing Ava to learn how to look after herself
mum is helping Ava to build her confidence and self-esteem.

Contents of section

w Ava's family and multiple attachments
w Elfer - getting used to other's responses
w Relationship with mum
w Getting dressed and self esteem

Questions

1) Who is Ava attached to in her family?
2) What can you say about Ava's relationship with her mum?
3) Why do close attachments help Ava in her dealings with others?
4) What does mum do to encourage Ava to dress herself?
5) Why is it important for Ava to begin to learn to dress herself?
6) In what ways does Ava's mum help her development?

1Bowlby, J. A Secure Base. Clinical Applications of Attachment Theory.
Travistock/Routledge. 1993
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Ava starts nursery
26 months

These days a large number of children spend a considerable amount of time
at nursery. Ava’s mum is returning to work and has chosen a nursery for her
to go to. While Ava is at nursery, she will be looked after by her key person,
Claire. They have visited the nursery together several times and mum and
Claire have already built up the start of a good  parent - key person relation-
ship. Claire has helped to make sure mum feels welcome and at ease at the
nursery. Claire will be Ava’s ‘secure base’ when mum is away.

Contents of section  

w Introducing key person approach
w Main attributes of key person
w Elfer - separation anxiety
w Key person shows availability, sensitivity and warmth
w Elfer - secondary attachments don't undermine attachments at home
w Mum leaving
w Elfer - key person professionalism - boundaries
w Playground - coping with peers  - key person acts as secure base
w Reunion with mum
w Elfer - parents anxieties about nursery attachments

Questions

1) What is separation anxiety, why is it normal and what's a good way to 
deal with it?

2) Why would a key person help Ava?
3) What are the main attributes of a key person?
4) What does Claire do to help when mum is leaving?
5) What does Ava do when the girl takes her doll?
6) How does Claire help Ava in the playground?
7) What does the reunion between Ava and her mum say about their 

attachment relationship?
8) What does Claire do to begin to establish a good relationship with 

mum?
9) How do you think attachments at nursery may affect attachments at 

home?
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A day at home, developing 
independence
26 to 27 months

Out of Ava’s attachment to and dependence on her mum comes the
beginnings of her independence. Her secure relationship with mum enables
her to feel confident to make her own choices which is part of becoming
independent. When Ava and mum go to the shops a tantrum soon ensues
when Ava runs off, wanting to be independent. Its the secure base mum pro-
vides that allows Ava to express her feelings to the full. Mum then deals very
sensitively with her challenging behaviour. Back at home, playing with her
friend, Ava again feels secure enough to express her self to try and get what
she wants. She needs an adult’s support when it comes to sharing, which is
a difficult concept at this age, and sharing in practice can be even more dif-
ficult! 

Contents of section

w Confident to make choices
w Looking at books, counting, mark making
w Conflict in shop with mum - importance of negotiation
w Parallel play with peer - conflict over objects

Questions

1) How can you tell that Ava is used to looking at books?
2) What shapes does Ava make when writing her list?
3) What does Ava do when she gets into the shop?
4) What do you think about the way mum responded to Ava’s behaviour?
5) Why do Ava and Esther argue?
6) Why is it good for Ava to be able to make her own choices?
7) In what ways is Ava asserting her independence?
8) How is mum helping Ava's development?
9) What can you say about Ava's personal, social and emotional 

development?
10) What can you say about Ava's communication and language 

development?
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Ava's first full day at nursery
27 months

At the beginning of the day Claire helps ease the separation from mum.
Whilst what Claire says can be important, just her presence to greet Ava and
be with her at this special time  of leaving mum makes a big difference to
Ava and how she will cope.  (Although the key person cannot always be
there when children arrive, it is important that they are as often as possible
and especially on a child’s first days.) Ava is beginning to be able to take
advantage of what is on offer at the nursery. She’s feeling a bit more at ease
helped by the fact that Claire is sensitive to all of her communications and
doesn’t make her join in with the group activity. Claire is beginning to pick up
on Ava’s interests. She has noticed that Ava likes encircling things and does
this in different ways. This might be one of Ava’s schemas. (Schemas2 are pat-
terns of linked behaviours which the child can generalise and use in a whole
varieties of different situations and they form the basis of exploration and
play. Identifying schemas helps make sense of children’s play and thinking
and what other activities and resources might help to extend their thinking.)
Claire is beginning to tune in to Ava as she observes her free play and sensi-
tively helps her interact with other children.

Contents of section

w Arrival - leaving mum
w Not wanting to join group
w Interacting with key person - circle schema
w Asking key person for help
w Elfer - key person can't be with child all of the time
w Creative play
w Choosing to join group
w Reunion with mum
w Elfer - importance of key person's relationship with parents or close 

carers

Questions

1) How does Claire help Ava's separation from mum?
2) How does Claire help Ava feel at ease?
3) How does Ava react when Claire asks her to come and join the group?
4) What does Ava’s mark making tell us about her interests?
5) What does Ava ask Claire to do for her in the playground?
6) How does Ava’s behaviour change after getting help from Claire?

2 for more information on schemas see: Nutbrown, C. Threads of Thinking. Young
Children Learning and the Role of Early Education. Paul Chapman Publishing. 1994
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7) What does Ava do when another girl tells her not to take the pasta?
8) What does Ava do when two other girls come and stand close to her 

and her play things?
9) How does Claire help Ava socially with her peers?
10) How do we know that Ava is interested and is listening to what ‘s 

happening in the story?
11) How does Ava react when her mum returns?
12) How does Claire help the transition form nursery to home at the end of 

the day?
13) How does Ava's behaviour indicate that she's beginning to feel more 

confident?
14) What do you think Ava is  likely to find  familiar or unfamiliar in the 

nursery compared to home?
15) What can you say about Ava's play?
16) What can you say about Ava's social and emotional development?
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A day with mum, learning and
exploring

28 months

Ava’s mum really encourages her explorations and interests and we see
what she learns when they go out for a walk to feed the ducks. Ava’s grow-
ing independence means her mum has to strike a balance between the
need to keep her safe and letting her go. This is something most of us have
to balance throughout our lives - wanting to stay with what we know well
and is familiar to us whilst also looking for new opportunities, wanting new
experiences, although this may involve uncertainty and can make us nerv-
ous. Back home she plays contentedly on her own. Again this is the result of
the secure attachment she has with mum. The concentration she shows in
her play can probably be attributed to another schema that she seems to
have - a transport schema. Mum and Claire have often seen her transport-
ing things around in different ways and moving herself on imaginative jour-
neys, or pretending to be a plane or a train. Another thing we see in this
amazing sequence is Ava’s  growing ability to empathise. She is very used to
having her  own feelings understood by her attachment figures so she can
try and do the same for her toys.

Contents of section

w Out with mum - safety, curiosity and learning
w At home playing alone - transport schema, practicing empathy
w Elfer - importance of attachment for development of empathy

Questions

1) What does mum do when Ava gets close to the water?
2) What does Ava notice when she’s standing in the water?
3) How does mum make Ava’s interest in the shadows into a fun game?
4) What is Ava’s reaction when her animals fall off the table?
5) What are some of Ava’s interests?
6) How does mum help Ava's learning?
7) Why is it important for Ava to be able to play on her own?
8) What can you say about Ava's play?
9) How does Ava's relationship with mum affect the way she's able to play?
10) What do you think helps Ava to begin to be able to imagine how her 

toys might feel?
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A feeling of belonging at nursery
30 months

This section shows how at ease Ava now seems in the nursery. She is confi-
dent to explore the environment and is really having fun. She feels secure
with Claire and can talk about her feelings; the key relationship is blooming.
Claire knows what Ava likes and
dislikes and is respectful towards
her. Ava knows its okay to show
affection towards Claire even
when mum is there. The relation-
ship between all three is open and
communicative. If the parent is
neglected this could cause prob-
lems with the key person approach
leading perhaps to anxieties and
jealousies between the parent and
key person. The importance of this
triangular relationship was first
emphasised by Elinor Goldshmied3.

Contents of section

w Arrival - confident being left
w Curious about environment
w Consolidated relationship with key person
w Elfer - importance of physical contact
w Intimacy - expressing thoughts and feelings
w Meal times - socialising

Questions

1) How does Claire encourage Ava’s signs of interest in the catkins?
2) What does Claire do when Ava grabs her legs during the walk?
3) How does Claire do while she’s changing Ava’s nappy?
4) What does Ava tell Claire when she is on the toilet?
5) How can you tell that Ava's made a good attachment relationship with 

Claire? 
6) Why is physical contact important and how should it be dealt with?
7) What does Claire tell mum about the trip out?
8) What can you say about the relationship between Ava, Claire and 

mum?
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fig. 1, Idem

The ‘mother’, 
baby and key person 
create and maintain 

a triangle of trust and 
communication

between each 
other.
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Playing with Claire at nursery
33 months

Claire delights in playing with Ava and Ava loves the interactions. As well as
mostly following Ava’s lead in the games, Claire sometimes expands the play
by suggesting new ideas and asking open ended questions. She is getting to
know Ava well now and knows what kind of games she likes to play. Because
of the close relationship they have formed Claire can really develop Ava’s
learning in a way most suited to her. She knows Ava’s likes and dislikes from
observing her and as she communicates well with Ava’s mum they pass infor-
mation between them about her interests. 

Contents of section

w Key person builds on Ava's interests
w Discovering about weights through play with key person 
w Practising empathy through play with key person
w Elfer - key person's presence helps child's thinking
w Mealtime - socialising with peers

Questions

1) What does Ava compare the monkey tree to?
2) What has Ava learned from the monkey tree game?
3) What names does Ava give the soft toys?
4) How does Claire introduce an emotional theme to the soft toy game?
5) What does Ava think will make baby hedgehog feel better?
6) What is Ava learning from the soft toy game?
7) Why is it important for Claire to follow Ava’s lead when they play 

together?
8) How does Claire enhance Ava's play?
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Making friends, joining in
3 years

As Ava draws near to her third birthday she is developing fast. We can see a
dramatic change in her ability to socialise with her peers. She has had the
opportunity to learn about another person’s mind and their emotional state
from having such close adult attachments. We have seen Ava empathising
with her toys during her play and gradually she is becoming able to do the
same with her peers. It is a slow process how ever as Ava’s emotions are still
easily overwhelmed especially when the needs of others conflict directly
with her own. The neural pathways in the brain develop gradually and affect
the way emotions are processed, and don’t mature fully until early adult-
hood4.

Contents of section

w Playing with peer at home
w Conflict with peer at home - overwhelming emotions
w Co -operating with peer at nursery
w Group talking time
w Joining group game
w Conclusion - feeling at home in both settings, confident to learn

Questions

1) What does Ava do when Molly said they had to share?
2) What does Ava do to upset Esther?
3) What do you think about the way mum responded when Ava tried to hit 

Esther?
4) What does Ava do to involve herself in the train game in the play

ground?
5) What can you say about Ava's  social and emotional development at    

home?
6) What can you say about Ava's  social and emotional development at   

nursery?
7) How and why does Ava's behaviour with her peers differ in the two 

settings? 
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General Questions

Questions that can be answered after watching the whole film.

1)   What can you say about the relationship between Ava and her mum?
2)   How has mum helped Ava's development during this year?  
3)   How has Claire helped Ava with her first months at nursery?
4)   Why is it good to be able to see Ava's behaviour in different settings?
5)   What do you think Ava is  likely to find  familiar or unfamiliar in the 

nursery compared to home?
6)   What are the benefits of the key person approach system in the 

nursery?
7)   What are the attributes of a good key person?
8)   What concerns might people have about the key person approach?
9)   How have mum and Claire helped Ava's communication skills?
10) How do mum and Claire help Ava with her personal care routines?
11) How has Ava developed socially and emotionally during the year?
12) How has Ava's communication and language developed during the 

year?
13) How does Ava show her developing self confidence?
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Film Commentary

(The print in italics is the voice of Peter Elfer)

Young children are dependent on the adults around them to ensure they develop and learn in
a way that will let them be happy and  achieve their full potential. Hopefully they will make spe-
cial close attachment relationships with a number of key people in their  early lives, and these
are based on trust. 

We're going to follow one child, Ava, through her third year, so that we can see how these key
relationships, both at home, and at nursery, affect her life, play and learning.

We're going to see Ava at home with her family where mum is the most important attachment
figure and also at the nursery where the attachment figure will be her key person. And we'll be
hearing from Peter Elfer, a leading researcher in nursery practice for children under three.

Life at TWO - Attachments, key people and development.

Ava is now two. From birth she's been brought up by her mum, Molly. A secure, well-attached
relationship has developed between them because Molly has always been responsive to Ava's
communications and needs. In difficult situations Ava knows that Molly is always there to help.
She's her secure base.

Molly and Ava live with Molly's mum  and brother Jack, Ava's granny and uncle. They usually all
get together at mealtimes. Ava is gradually getting to understand who she is, and develop a
sense of belonging in this family setting. She's attached to all three adults,  but there's a hierar-
chy and Molly's at the top. If she's available she'll always be Ava's first choice, especially in times
of distress.  

But if Molly has to go out Ava still feels secure with her uncle Jack. She's usually happy to be left
with him and is used to the physical games he plays with her.  She knows that Molly will return. 

She's particularly attached to grandma because grandma's always responsive to her.

"Close attachments are so important, not just for self image but for social development and
emotional development because they make children feel more secure about themselves and
they help children to begin to understand other people's feelings and emotions."

"If a child can begin to tune into one or two familiar adults and begin to predict and understand
their responses - it's the basis for empathy and understanding relationships generally - so it's ter-
ribly important for social interactions."

As Molly's always been responsive to Ava's communications and talked with her a lot, she now
has a rich understanding of spoken language and enjoys conversations.

This good attachment also means that Ava's  keen to try and do things for herself and please
Molly. This makes it easier for Molly to teach her to do everyday tasks and become more inde-
pendent. She's specific with praise and consistently encourages Ava, even though it takes much
longer to get ready.

As Ava's understanding of her own ability grows she's motivated to practice and put her own
boots on. It makes her feel good about herself. 

Ava starts nursery -  26 months

Molly has just started taking Ava to the local  nursery so that she can spend time with other chil-
dren and be part of another small community. This will be an important change for Ava and
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Molly. If it's a good experience they will both benefit. Ava will still have the love and individuali-
ty of her home life with the learning time she needs at home, as well as the benefits of being
part of a nursery community, and Molly can resume her work interests.

How is Ava going to cope with these two very different places, home and nursery? How can she
be happy without Molly to look out for her and be her base? What will matter most will be the
way the nursery staff interact with her. One of the staff is going to be the  key person for Ava and
will be responsible for her settling in. Molly and Ava have already visited a few times and met
the staff but this is the first time that Molly's going to leave Ava on her own. Claire is going to be
Ava's key person, although  of course she'll  interact with all the nursery staff.

Claire will never replace Molly but  hopefully she'll build an attachment relationship with Ava
that will provide the same key aspects within their relationship that Molly provides for Ava, and
that's availability, sensitivity and warmth. 

"When children start at nursery - say a child starting at the age of two coming to nursery with a
secure attachment, one of the that things that John Bowlby showed us from attachment theo-
ry is that they will show anxiety and protest when they're separating. Now that's sometimes seen
by nursery staff as a bad sign, that a child's insecurely attached if they find it difficult to settle
into nursery. In fact the opposite is the case - it's quite a healthy and normal response for a child
to be anxious about separating from loved ones - from parents, grandparents or other main car-
ers at home."

Molly hasn't left yet; Claire gets down to Ava's level to show her availability and responsiveness.
She's sensitive and notices the little things Ava does. Now she sees Ava glance at Molly and sens-
es her anxiety.

"The way to really help children after that distress has been acknowledged is to provide a sec-
ondary attachment  in nursery, somebody in nursery who'll be familiar and reliable for them,
who'll be there as much as possible to greet them in the morning when they arrive, will gradual-
ly help the child to feel confident that they've got a special relationship at nursery."

Molly is also anxious, finding it hard to leave. Claire understands the worry and tries to make it
easier with a relaxed approach.

"We might ask, what are the most important attributes of a key person. A key person really needs
to be somebody who can be both available to the child and be responsive, is able to tune into
that child but can also hold on to their professional role, so they're acting a s something, as a
bridge for the child while the child is away from their main carers at home and in that sense they
have a very personal role, they are very key from the child's point of view. But the key person
also has to keep in mind that they're a professional worker and that they're working within pro-
fessional limits and professional boundaries."

The children prepare to go outside and Claire is there to support Ava and help with her coat.
Just like Molly, she offers help but gives her time and encouragement to do it herself. It feels very
different to home - lots of children, noise and jostling.

Ava stands and watches. Hierarchies exist in the playground. Dominance is often exerted
through possession of toys. Here an incident occurs when an older girl takes Ava's doll. Ava is
very uncertain in her new surroundings and doesn't object. She copes well though and finds a
solution.

Claire is involved with another child but is keeping an eye on Ava and sees what's happening.
As Claire sees her withdraw she approaches to offer help. This is what Ava needed - a feeling
that maybe she has a secure base here - and she is able to join in with a little more confidence.
Claire waits for her - supporting her little adventure. She engages Ava in conversation and listens
carefully. She picks up on Ava's interests. She makes sure she understands what Ava's saying.
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Ava and Molly are thrilled to see each other again. Ava shows Molly what she's been doing.
After a separation this behaviour at the reunion is the mark of a good attachment relationship.
Claire withdraws to let Ava and Molly greet each other by themselves.

Claire tells Molly about Ava's morning, keeping Molly involved -- she knows the separation is hard
for Molly as well.

"One of the most common anxieties about the key person role is that it involves an attachment
between the key person and the key children they're responsible for and staff often say that
they will undermine attachments at home. It's as if they feel that there's a fixed amount of
attachment and if there's more of it in nursery then there must be less of it at home. But in fact
research seems to point to the opposite - that close attachments at home seem to enable chil-
dren to make close attachments in nursery and equally, children who have the opportunity of
close attachments at nursery seem to be supported in their attachment relationships at home"

A day at home, developing independence - 26 to 27 months

Helped by her close relationship with Molly, Ava's becoming keen to assert her own autonomy.
She's making choices. While Molly gets ready she chooses herself a book. Being able to make
choices is an important part of learning about yourself - about what you're like as a person. -
She's used to Molly reading her stories and knows how books work.

Today friends are coming for lunch so Molly and Ava are going to go shopping for food. Molly
includes Ava in making a shopping list. Ava wants to write the list. She now often insists on doing
things herself even when they're beyond her capabilities. It's part of becoming a separate per-
son. 

The local environment outside her family home is becoming familiar to Ava. She's comfortable
in these surroundings even though its much more unpredictable than the home environment.
She's experiencing how the world works - like shopping and different forms of transport. She's
recognizing that she's part of this wider community.

Her growing independence often makes things difficult for Molly. She has to strike a balance
between the need to keep her safe and letting her go. In the big shop Molly has to be firm.
These strong willed tantrums can be difficult to deal with, especially in a public place. Molly has
given Ava the choice of holding her hand, having a carry or going in the trolley. Ava chooses
to be carried. This sort of negotiation is an important skill. To negotiate Molly has to be very clear
in her own mind what Ava can and can't do. Molly offers Ava a choice so that  Ava can still feel
she has an element of control in the situation, and Molly doesn't become authoritarian, which
can be equally as negative as being overly permissive.  - And making choices is part of learn-
ing about yourself and becoming a separate person. Ava often has the opportunity to make
choices and this helps her feel competent and good about herself.

To further encourage Ava's social development, Molly provides opportunities to develop friend-
ships. Molly's friend Amy has a daughter Esther of a similar age to Ava. When they visit Ava and
Esther play together. They mostly play side by side in parallel play - but often watch each other
and imitate what the other's doing. There are often conflicts over objects.  Esther's mum tries to
help them sort things out. Ava 's still learning about who she is and isn't always able to think of
Esther's needs. Sharing's still a difficult concept and she needs support.

Ava's first full day at nursery - 27 months 

Four visits later and Ava's going to stay for her first full day. Ava still wants Molly to stay with her.
Molly prepares to leave and Claire steps in. - Ava loves her food and knowing this, Claire asks
what's in her lunch bag. Although she still seems uncertain about Molly leaving, with Claire's help
she's coping well.

Ava's still very uncertain now that Molly's left. Hopefully the developing relationship with her key
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person Claire will help her over come this. She's happy to play alone though and chooses the
jigsaw.Now Claire tries to encourage her to join the group  - As she's very sensitive to Ava's feel-
ings Ava relaxes and doesn't feel pressurized.  - The set up is flexible enough to let Ava make her
own choices.

Claire has other children to work with as well but tries to keep an eye on Ava - and there are
always other staff to help her.

She's still uncertain about the group activities but is relating well to Claire and benefiting in many
ways. It seems that Ava is interested in circles and encircling things. One of the ways of looking
at children's learning is through the idea of schemas. A schema is a group of actions that the
child uses that are linked to the same idea - and the theme is explored in different situations.
Here Ava draws round the face and then wants to draw round her hand and encircle it. Claire
encourages this.

Outside Claire notices that she's taking her whole body round in circles. This could be a circle
schema that Ava uses in her play, and identifying her schemas helps make sense of her interests
and learning. 

Outside Ava is still much on her own. She's getting to trust Claire though, and feels able to ask
for the help she wants. Now she seems happy to be able to join in to an extent.

"One of the most common anxieties about the key person role is that it involves an attachment
between the key person and the key children they're responsible for and staff often say that
they will undermine attachments at home. It's as if they feel that there's a fixed amount of
attachment and if there's more of it in nursery then there must be less of it at home. But in fact
research seems to point to the opposite - that close attachments at home seem to enable chil-
dren to make close attachments in nursery and equally, children who have the opportunity of
close attachments at nursery seem to be supported in their attachment relationships at home."

Back inside Ava chooses to play on her own. She's being creative, using the pasta as food for
the little dog. This sort of unplanned pretend play with open-ended resources is valuable for chil-
dren, allowing them to follow their own interests, learning much in the process. Their thinking
becomes free flowing as their play develops.

Although she's playing alone, she frequently has to interact with others. She's thinking about the
other girl's reaction and decides to give the pasta back, but explains why she needed it.

When the other two girls arrive she decides to move away, seemingly wary of loosing her play
things. This time she insists on keeping what she's playing with, trying to explain what it is.

Although Claire hasn't been involved in Ava's game she's been observing so is able to explain
the game to others. Claire's helping Ava socially, by helping her feel part of the group and feel
valued for her contribution. 

Towards the end of the day Ava feels at ease enough to choose to join the group for a story.
She listens well, feeling confident enough to speak up about it. She's encouraged now to listen
with the group so that the whole story can be read first. 

She's so excited to tell Molly what's happened.

Both adults get down to Ava's level to talk to her.

"The originator of the key person approach is of course Elinor Goldschmied, an international
trainer and consultant in early years, and one of the things Elinor was so strong about in the key
person approach was the importance of a triangle of relationships between the child, the par-
ents and the key person. And Elinor always maintained that no key person approach should be
attempted unless that triangle of relationships was carefully nurtured and maintained. Her think-
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ing behind that was that was that there is the danger of a very close relationship developing
between the key person and their key children, and that slowly and subtly parents are cut out
of that picture. And of course parents remain the most important people in their child's life and
must always be part of the child's relationship with the key person staff at nursery. So I think it's
very helpful to keep in mind that triangle of relationships between parents, child and key per-
son, and that the relationship between the key person and the parents is as important to main-
tain and nurture as the relationship between the key person and the child so that parents are
always part of the picture, always involved, always kept in mind." 

A day with mum, learning and exploring - 28 months

Back with mum for the day Ava's learning all the time. Molly takes advantage of the sunny
weather even though it's cold and windy and off they go walking and exploring.

Again Molly has to get the balance right between allowing a little risk and making sure she's
safe.  Molly knows how Ava's likely to respond so doesn't need to be too restrictive.

Ava's curious and interested in what's happening to the water and Molly encourages her signs
of interest.

Ava's gaining control of her body and practices climbing on the table. Ava makes her shadow
smaller by moving back. She's learning about size, being creative, using symbolism and experi-
encing her body movements. 

Back home Ava takes up Molly's suggestion of playing while she gets the lunch ready. She's
secure enough to play on her own and does so with total involvement. She's very interested in
transport and moves her animals around a lot. She moves them from container to container. She
often pretends to move herself, as well as her toys, on journeys, sometimes to Newcastle and
sometimes as we saw with the shadows outside, pretending to be a plane of a train. This can be
described as another schema - this time a transport schema.

When her toys fall off the table she talks to them, concerned to find out what happened, trying
to comfort them. The open-ended nature of unstructured play means that she's now able to use
it to explore how others might feel. She's practicing empathy.

"One of the most important things that attachment enables babies and young children to
develop is empathy, and really empathy is no more than the ability to understand the feelings
of another person - it's about being able to put yourself in another person's shoes and begin to
imagine what they might feel like. Now the basis for that, the roots of that, are in having your
own feelings understood and that only happens through an attachment relationship. So attach-
ments are very important, not just for feelings of security and self esteem but for the develop-
ment of empathy and the building of friendships and social interactions generally."

A feeling of belonging at nursery - 30 months 

This time coming to nursery Ava is confident about being left without Molly.

Today they're going to explore the countryside even though it's cold and wet. Ava's curious
about the environment and things in it. We can see how attached she is to Claire and how
Claire returns the affection. It's this relationship with Claire that seems to have enables Ava to
settle so happily into the nursery setting.

"Physical contact with children is so important and yet it needs to be managed very carefully in
a nursery. Nurseries now are very rightly very conscious of child protection issues and of ensuring
any physical contact with children is done in a way that's appropriate and sensitive and
thoughtful and in line with what the child wants. But we also know that physical contact is
absolutely crucial to children's sense of themselves, to their well being. Physical holding and
cuddling and handling and carrying are all very important parts of looking after children well
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and supporting children's emotional well being and self esteem."

Claire still sees to Ava's care routines. It's usually a good time to chat.  She's considerate of Ava's
dislikes and fears. Claire allows Ava to express a wide range of feelings and encourages cud-
dling when Ava instigates it. Ava now seems to trust Claire completely now and is confident
enough to express her thoughts and feelings.

Mealtimes are good for socialising. 

Playing with Claire in the nursery - 33 months

It's six months since Ava first visited the nursery with Molly.

The staff often make observations of the children so they can see what to plan for them. Claire
has observed Ava's likes and dislikes and how she tends to learn.  She likes pretend games with
small toys.

She's learning about weights and how the physical world works.

She often instigates pretend games with soft toys. Claire follows Ava's lead encouraging her
understanding of thoughts and feelings. Ava will become more socially competent as she grad-
ually develops an understanding of other's various emotions. 

Ava now plays really well with Claire but she is also beginning to be more interested in the other
children and be sociable with them. 

Making friends, joining in - 3 years

It's now a couple of weeks before Ava's third birthday and she feels at ease and confident to
play and learn in both settings. She's getting to the stage where having friends and being socia-
ble with them is becoming more important to her. Her attachment relationships have helped her
to be able to predict how other people might respond to her, and how she might respond to
them, and that's the basis for the development of friendships and for being part of groups.

Ava starts a pretend game of shops with Esther. Rather than the parallel play we saw earlier they
are becoming able to cooperate in extended play.

One of the social skills children need to develop in maintaining friendships is dealing with con-
flicts. Ava is gradually understanding the idea of sharing but it is still hard work. Sometimes it's
okay but at other times it's still too much for her to manage. On home ground she upsets Esther
by grabbing teddy and Esther withdraws. The cooperative game is over and ends in a fight. The
ability to regulate emotions develops slowly and feelings are still easily overwhelmed. In these
situations Ava needs Molly to help her to regulate her emotions and to act as a role model to
help her remember other people's feelings. 

The conflict is soon forgotten and they're cooperating again.

We can see that one of the most important challenges for adults close to children is to help
them develop the skills to interact with others, and Ava is learning all the time now about rela-
tionships with her peers.

After nine months at the nursery Ava still likes playing alone but she's beginning to play cooper-
atively with other children.

Group talking time is now something Ava seems to enjoy and she contributes in a way that she
wouldn't have been able to six months ago.

One thing that's often difficult, is joining in with an existing group game. Ava's learning ways of
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doing this. Watch how she includes herself in the train game. She goes to find tickets for the pas-
sengers. 

She's an individual who's at home in two quite different settings. She's learning all day long and
is developing independence, making her own choices and learning to socialize with her peers.
Above all she seems to feel good about herself.

What is clear from this film, is the way the two settings compliment each other. There has been
good dialogue between Molly and Claire throughout. Although this is a small nursery the same
principles apply to key people in a large nursery. It's all to do with everyday interactions. Claire
has been sensitive and responsive in her interactions with Ava right from the beginning and has
succeeded in building a special close relationship with her. This has given Ava a secure base
from which she's been able to explore, learn and develop. 
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Discussing the Key Person Approach,
more from Peter Elfer about areas of concern

Key person and key worker
Since 1990, Government guidance has stressed the importance to young children of opportu-
nities to make secure attachments in nursery.  Guidance since then has built on this so that in
the Birth to Three Matters Framework, one of the principles is the role of the key person and this
is reinforced and given further detail in the new Early Years Foundation Stage(to be implement-
ed in 2008).  However, nursery practitioners sometimes use both the terms ‘key person’ and ‘key
worker’. Are these just different names for the same role? Sometimes it seems so but often they
do refer to different understandings of roles in nursery and so it is important to be clear about
the difference between them. A key person means exactly what the name says - somebody
who is key from the child's point of view, who makes a special relationship with that child and
undertakes most of their care during the day. The key worker role is often used to describe a role
that is less about an individual relationship with a child and more about being responsible for liai-
son and coordinating information at the nursery, for ensuring that records are up to date and
that observations are carried out, for keeping in touch with parents. The key worker role is very
important bur from an attachment point of view, from the point of view of each baby or young
child, what matters most is the role of the key person. 

Availability
An anxiety that has been expressed about the key person relationship is that no key person can
be with the child all of the time. Key persons in nursery have time when they have to attend to
meetings. If they work on a shift basis there will be times when they are not in the nursery at the
times that their key children arrive or may be going home. There will of course be times too when
the key person will be on holiday or away sick. But it's absolutely not necessary and would not
be possible or desirable for the key person to be with their child all of the time. No parent can
spend 24 hours a day with their child and those times when the parent is away from the child
are very important opportunities for the child to make different relationships and to experience
the fact that people who are loved  and go away also come back. If that was never to hap-
pen then the child would never learn that loved people, even though they go away, do in fact
come back.

What if staff leave?
Another criticism made of the key person approach is that staff leave nurseries and many nurs-
eries have quite a high turn over of staff – surely it is wrong to allow children to make a close
attachment if you might leave, thus causing them much upset. This is of course a consideration,
but again, it is a reality in children's lives that practitioners  who are important to them will leave
later on as they get older and go to school. They will also make close relationships with teach-
ers and these relationships will have to end as children move up. That is part of life experience.
The most important thing from a child's point of view is that their primary carers, their parents and
other close family members or friends, are there as consistently as possible.  Of course it is painful
for a child when other people to whom they are attached leave, but it is much better that they
have that experience of attachment even if they have to lose it at some later time, than not to
have any attachment experience at all, to feel that they are not special to, or carefully thought
about, by any particular staff.  

Other relationships
One of the concerns raised about the key person approach, is that nursery is surely an opportu-
nity for children to interact with lots of different adults and lots of different children, and why
should you have a system that restricts children to interacting with just their one key person? This
really represents a quite serious misunderstanding of the key person approach. The key person
approach and the key person role is not about keeping the child close to the key person all of
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the time. It is about providing ‘a safe base, a secure base’ for the child. Children who feel con-
fident about their relationship with their key person, are children who are more likely to feel con-
fident to go out and interact with other children, to enjoy friendships and the community of the
group in the nursery, and to make relationships with other practitioners. If the key person is
restricting that for the child, that is a misuse of the role. The role is not about limiting the child's
activities with other children and other adults. The key person approach is about facilitating
other relationships through allowing a close relationship.

Support for key people
When I’ve interviewed nursery staff who are implementing the key person approach they some-
times say what a responsibility it is to be and feel so key in a child’s life. I think we have to take
that sense of responsibility and the personal and professional demands it brings very seriously.
It IS a big responsibility to be a key person and to combine that very personal role for a child
with the professional role of being a professional nursery worker. Nurseries that have an effec-
tive key person approach are nurseries that have established an ethos of support for the staff,
requiring clear recognition by heads and managers of the responsibilities that a key person role
entails. Establishing such an ethos does mean finding regular time to talk with each member of
staff. Some nursery heads say that they have an open office door and that staff can come and
talk to them at any point 'if they have a problem'. This approach means staff have to feel 'they
have a problem' before they can talk about their interactions with children and families. I don’t
think that is supportive enough. Nurseries running effective key person approaches tend to do
much more than that in terms of support for their staff. They hold regular team meetings that
are devoted to talking about the key person relationships and giving their staff an opportunity
to talk through any problems that are occurring or any anxieties. But the essential point is that
there is the recognition that the key person role is a complex one. It involves each member of
staff in special and complex personal and professional responsibilities. They will only manage
these well and in an open and accountable way if they have regular opportunities, as a mat-
ter of course, to discuss these with a more senior staff member. 

Team work
Sometimes the objections a practitioner might make to the key person approach seem unreal-
istic. For example, she might argue that if a child was about to run into the road, that the key
person approach prevents you from doing anything if the child Is not one of your key children.
Another example is that if a child is about to hurt themselves or another child, again, you can-
not get involved if he is not one of your key children. Of course children’s physical safety is para-
mount and I have never met a practitioner who would not intervene to protect a child. Working
as part of a team collectively sharing the care of a group of children is a critical part of respon-
sible and professional practice. The key person approach does not mean that team work is
abandoned but rather that individual care works alongside collective vigilance and responsibil-
ity. 

Relationship with parents
The originator of the key person approach in nurseries is Elinor Goldschmied, an international
trainer and consultant in early years. One of the things Elinor has emphasized throughout the 20
years of her work with nursery practitioners developing the key person approach is the impor-
tance of developing a triangle of relationships between child, parents and key person. Elinor has
always maintained that it would be inappropriate to develop a key person approach in which
parents were not fully involved, the triangle of relationships being carefully nurtured and main-
tained. Her reasons for this were partly the danger of a close relationship developing between
the key person and their key children , and that slowly and subtly parents become excluded
and partly that it is parents right to be fully involved and kept fully informed about their child’s
relationships and well being at nursery. I think it is helpful to keep in mind the idea of this triangle
and the importance of building a strong relationship with parents and main carers at home
alongside a strong relationship with each child. 
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Boundaries
The triangle described above is not only important in terms of parents’ involvement but also as
a reminder of their central role in the child’s life. One of the most tricky and potentially difficult
things for the key person is for the key person to keep the boundary between their role as a key
person and the role of the parents. An example of this that I heard was when a child injured her-
self at nursery and with the parents’ agreement, the key person and another member of staff
took the child to casualty where they met the parents and grandparents. The key person stayed
in casualty with the parents and when the parents were called in by the doctor to the consult-
ing room the key person went as well. The parents were very appreciative of the key person's
support and concern but they felt that once they had taken back care of their child at hospi-
tal and certainly when they were called in to the consulting room, the key person should have
withdrawn. They felt that their own role was being intruded upon by the key person staying. The
key person’s intentions were caring but this is a good example of where the key person role has
been taken too far. This is rather an extreme example but there will be many smaller examples
of where boundaries may become blurred. It is therefore essential for each key person to have
the support of the Head of nursery or a senior practitioner to continually review their relationships
with children and parents and where their role starts and stops. 

Parent anxieties
Some practitioners have experienced parents’ anxiety or concern about nursery staff getting
close to their child. This seems a very natural response for a parent to have, indeed some par-
ents might specifically chose a nursery rather than childminder or nanny for fear of their child
making close relationships with another adult, from which they will be excluded. However, from
the practitioners point of view, sensitive to parents’ reactions, it is important to keep in mind that
when parents are interviewed about this, whilst they do sometimes express these concerns, they
are often not nearly as difficult for parents as anxiety that their child will not be important to any
member of staff at all. So for practitioners, it is a difficult balance to maintain. What helps and
reassures parents most is when they know what is happening at nursery and feel they have a
close relationship of trust with the nursery staff. It is difficult to build this between parents and all
staff which is why a close relationship with the key person matters so much. The key person can
then not only keep parents full informed but reassure parents that however close their child gets
to a key person the key person will never be more important than they are in their child's life.
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