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ldeas for building strong ties between parents and young children

Sometimes parentsof young children are surprised
whentheirinfants behaviorsand responses show they
have strong fedlingsabout theway their parentsinteract
withthem. Idedlly, aninfant’ sbehavior will show hefeds

Baby learns that when she pats her tray and babbles, her
mommy will almost always answer with a warm smile, a
gentle touch, happy words, and often something
welcome like a snack to nibble or an exciting toy to
enjoy. A little one relishes these moments of pleasant
interaction and understands that her mommy is a reliable
source of the comfort and support she needs.

likean invisblethread hasbeenloopedtightly between
hisheart and those of hismom and dad. The baby or
young child findsenormous comfort and satisfactionwhen
such apowerful parent-child tieforms, when heartslarge
and small arestitched in an ever-closer bond.

Research showsthat how parentsrespond to their
young children hasasignificantimpact onthe
development of parent-child attachment, parent-child
bonds. Findingsfrom studiesof attachment tell usthat
parents can do several thingsto build strong rel ationships
withther children. They are:

Pay attentionto your child’'sbehavior andtry to

“figureout” what he or shewantsor needs.

Respond to your childs behavior and needs

appropriately.

Respond in waysthat the child percelves aspleasant

and satisfying.

There arefew experiencesas enjoyable ashappy
parent-child interaction. To makethisresponsive
interaction styleanatural part of everyday lifewith your
young child, put thisthree-point approach into practice.
Youmight findit easier touseit if youthink intermsof
threesmplequestions. Think of it asthe Three-What?
Approach. Ask yoursalf:

B Whatismy childdoing?
B \What doesthisbehavior tell me?
B Whatwill | doinresponse?

Usingthe Three-What? Approach meansdeciding to
placeahigh priority on paying attention to your young
child. Thisisno small matter giventhevery busy lives
most adultslead today. But, happily, we' renot talking
about watchdog-like or obsessivehovering. Try smply
telling yoursdlf, “ Every day I’mgoing to try throughout the
day to be especidly attentiveto my child and her actions.
I’ll watch what she’'sdoing and ask mysalf what it means,
what shewantstotell me. ThenI’ll respond quickly ina
positiveway, attemping tofill the need expressed by her
actions”

Simply dothisas part of your everyday routine,
during thetimesyou’ d normally be present with your
child. Soonyou'll discover yourself devel oping moreease
and confidenceinyour ability to understand and meet
your child’sneeds, and she' || develop morecomfort and
confidencein her relationshipwithyou.
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1 What is my child doing?
2 What does this behavior tell me?
3 What will | do in response?

Momsand dadshaveall sortsof moments
throughout the day when they can beresponsiveto
their young children. Hereare some bright ideasfor
making the most of suchimportant opportunitiesto be

responsive:

Diaper changesare—sigh!—ababy-carefact

- of life. Why not turn what can beamundane

choreinto afuntimeof interactionwithyour
littleone?You' Il both benefit!

Doesyour child’sbehavior tell youwhen he
needsaclean diaper? Try to notice changesin
expression, sudden fussiness, etc., that might indicate
discomfort. Then respond right away, gazing warmly
at him and talking gently with the baby asyou take
himtoyour diaper-changearea. You' reletting him
know you understand what he needs.

Think of waysto makethe diaper changeitsalf an
interesting and funtime of parent-childinteraction.
Youmight:

» Chat toyour baby about nearby toysor pictures
asyou changehim.

* Play smplegameslike”Pat-A-Cake’ or “This
Little Piggy Went to Market” whiletouching his
handsand wiggling histoes.

* Makeup specid silly rhymes, songsor rapsto
sing and say during each step of the diaper
change.
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» Ticklehistummy; if thisissomething heenjoys,
andsay, “All done!” whenyou' refinished.

Medtimesarenatura timesto build strong
P W - Parent-child connections. It sworth theeffort
=  tomakeround-the-tablefamily gatheringsfor

mealsapriority inyour family right fromthe sart.
Many familiesmakeit their tradition to ezt at least one
meal together every day, and it can beaperfect time
to build powerful bondsamong al family members.

Sesat your young child inyour lap, ahigh chair, or
other infant chair so that she’ sfacing you asyou feed
her. Thisway she can enjoy your smiles, movements,
and conversation asyou spoon up the mashed pess.
Encourage others at the tableto speak to her,
including her inthegenera interaction during themeal.

It’snot necessary for the baby to be the center of
attention, but don’tignore her. Watch for behaviors
that indicate when shewantsto eat more, when she
especially likesor didikesacertainfood or texture,
when her tummy’sfull, when shewantsto hold her
own spoon, when shewantsto leavethetable, etc.
Respond appropriately to such signsand signals,
letting her know you understand what shewantsto
tell you by her actions. Some parentsteach their
babiesand young children afew smpleAmerican
Sign Language hand signsto help makethemsalves
understood: more, finished, eat, cookie, etc.

Early childhood practices recommended in this issue of If It Fits are based on research
presented in a practice-based research synthesis by D. Z. Kassow and C. J. Dunst (2004).
Relationship Between Parental Contingent-Responsiveness and Attachment Outcomes.
Bridges, 2(6). Read or download the complete synthesis and/or a user-friendly, illustrated,
two-page research summary, Bottomlines, 2(6), by visiting www.resear chtopractice.info.
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