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Child development in the child rights 
framework

 A right under Article 6(2) of the Convention 

on the Rights of the Child 

 Supporting development helps access other 

rights

 If development is restricted, this may be an 

indicator of denial of rights 
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Child development involves…
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Child development is…..

Social 

Physical 

 Intellectual 

Communicative 

Cultural 

Emotional
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Child development and 
communication

 Social → Communication as part of relationship building

 Physical → Physical components of speech and communication 

 Intellectual → Developing the ability to communicate thoughts

 Communication → Developing communication skills of all forms

 Cultural → Understanding cultural communication norms

 Emotional → Developing the ability to communicate feelings and emotions
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Communication and child 
development

0-3 years
-Eye contact
-Turn taking and sharing
-‘babbling’ noises (pre-linguistic, i.e. 
Mama, dada, baba)
- simple words and sentences

3-5 years
-Communicating simple facts and 
feelings
-Simple story telling
-Communicate through drawing, play 
and stories
-Increased understanding of social 
aspects of speech

6-12 years
-Increased ability to relate to friends 
and others
-More highly developed language 
and communication skills
-Increased cultural communication 
awareness

13-18 years
-Developing stronger sense of self-
identity
-Interest in emotional independence
-Highly developed intellectual skills
-Higher risk threshold
-Hormonal changes
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Understanding child development and 
communication: better practice

Helps professionals to….. 

Make individualised assessments

Identify potential challenges to communication

Understand communication needs based on individual 

knowledge, development and skills

Develop communication plans for individual child

Identify developmental delays or concerns and obtain help for 

the child and family, or to prevent harm
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Factors that may affect development 
and communication

Medical and health factors:

• Diet

• Sleep patterns

• Complications at birth

• Inherited medical conditions

Environmental factors:

• Living in conflict 

• Changing or unstable 

environments

Social factors:

• Exposure to violence

• Gender expectations

• (Lack of) stable relationships

• (Lack of) attachment

Others?
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Misunderstanding child development and 
communication: poor practice

 Treating all children according to a 

‘template’

 Making judgments or decisions based on 

assumptions, stereotypes or arbitrary criteria

 Misunderstanding personality traits or 

behaviour as developmental issues
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Understanding child development and 
communication: ensuring good practice

 Don’t make assumptions

 Key questions

 What is best for this individual child in his or her individual 

circumstances?

 How might the child’s developmental and communication needs 

affect the way I should communicate with him or her?

 How might the child’s developmental and communication needs 

affect the decision I make?

 Can I answer these questions or do I need to turn to another 

professional for help?

10



Key factors: attachment theory

 Definition: 

 Relationship between a child and their primary caregiver in the first 2-

3 years of life shapes future development and outcomes 

 Children with secure attachment in early years: 

 Increased independence, social and behavioural development; higher 

self-esteem; more resilience

 Children without secure attachment in early years: 

 Lower self-esteem; more reliant on others; isolated and distant from 

others; higher rate of depression and anxiety

Getting attached: Parental attachment and child development, http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/social-mobility-memos/posts/2015/04/21-attachment-

theory-parents-reeves; Providing a Secure Base, Gillian Schofield and Mary Beek, University of East Anglia, Norwich, UK 

http://www.uea.ac.uk/providingasecurebase/resources 11



What may help or hinder secure 
attachment?

Helps Hinders

Consistency of at least 
one primary caregiver in 
early years

No single caregiver (or 
inconsistency over time)

Caregiver responds to 
needs

Caregiver ignores child

Others?
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Key factors: self-esteem

 Definition: 

 Confidence in one’s self worth and/or abilities

 Children with high/positive self-esteem: 

 Are confident; have positive self-worth; respond well to change; 

believe they deserve love and support; others?

 Low/negative self-esteem: 

 Lack confidence; feel ugly, unloved and unlovable; dislike change; feel 

unworthy of love and support; may find it hard to communicate; are at 

risk of developing depression and anxiety; others?

Youngminds (www.youngminds.org.uk)
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What may help or hinder self-esteem?
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Helps Hinders

Feeling loved by family 
and friends

Being subject to criticism

Receiving 
encouragement and 
praise

Not feeling listened to

Others?



Key factors: resilience

 Definition: 

 The ability to ‘bounce back’ from set-backs

 Children who are resilient (Masten et all 1990): 

 Have high risk status but do not succumb to adversities

 Develop coping strategies in situations of chronic stress

 Suffer extreme trauma, recover and prosper

 Children who lack resilience: 

 Succumb to or do not recover from adversities 
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Action for Children, Resilience in children and young people review: https://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/resources-and-
publications/research/resilience-in-children-and-young-people-review/ 



What may help or hinder resilience?
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Helps Hinders

Support from adults 
outside the family

Isolation from 
community

Family harmony Family dysfunction

Close bond (attachment) Lack of attachment

Others?

Action for Children: https://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/resources-and-publications/research/resilience-in-children-and-young-
people-review/



Summary of risk and protective 
factors

Risk Factors Protective Factors

Attachment Lack of a consistent, 

identifiable care-giver in 

early years

Consistent, caring and 

responsive primary care-giver 

in early years

Self-esteem Negativity, criticism, 

uncertainty and abuse

Positivity, support and 

encouragement, being 

informed, protection from 

abuse

Resilience Lack of a supportive, 

harmonious environment 

Support, consistency and a 

positive, loving environment
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Communication Experience

 ‘When I first disclosed the abuse, I told a social worker during a 

meeting. The word ‘abuse’ is really scary but I decided I wanted to 

say what had happened because the abuser was still working in 

the care home. I’d be in and out of lots of homes at this point. 

 The social worker immediately went and got four other people 

into the room. They didn’t sit down – they all stood over me. Of 

course I said I was joking about the abuse and that it didn’t really 

happen’.
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Adapted from anonymous source



Communication Vignettes

 “I stutter and the police thought that I was 
making fun of him and he began to shout at 
me.” 

 “I was always told not to look adults directly 
in the eye – my grandparents and my parents 
would tell me off and say it was rude – but 
some police think I’m being rude if I don’t 
look at them. I can’t win!”
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Developmental, personal and social 
factors – communication exercise

 Developmental, personal or social factor

 Has suffered severe trauma

 Communication  behaviour

 Joking and laughing

 How this could be misinterpreted

 The child is not traumatised; the child isn’t taking the process seriously

 What might be really be happening?

 The child expects nothing from the process/ the adult has not explained what 

may happen

 The child has learned to appear calm, but is highly traumatised/ The adult may 

be too eager that the child is ‘happy’, without questioning this
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Developing a case study

 Name

 Age

 Gender

 Background

 Developmental, personal and social factors that 

may affect communication

 Communication needs
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