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GUIDANCE FOR CHILDMINDERS

Listening and Responding to  
Babies and Young Children

1

Fostering good relationships with the children in your care and their families is 
the single most important priority for a childminder. Research shows that 

positive, caring and respectful relationships with the important people in their 
lives, both in their family and outside it, are the essential foundation for children’s 
learning, development, health and wellbeing. Being sensitive to the needs and 
feelings of the children is key in developing and maintaining a close relationship 
with them. This resource provides information and guidance on listening and 
responding well to babies and young children up to the age of three.

Responding well to babies’ 
and young children’s cues, 
having many happy two-way 
interactions with them, and 
thinking about their thoughts and 
feelings during these interactions 
are all crucial for forming their 
secure attachments. Secure 
relationships are essential to 
children’s emotional wellbeing, 
and provide them with a safe 
space within which to play, 
explore and learn. Positive 
interactions also support babies 
and young children to develop 
their social skills and their 
thinking and communication 
skills. These skills strengthen 
children’s ability to learn when 
they are very young and also 
when they are older. 
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The Importance of  Two-
Way Interactions for Brain 
Development
The basic building of our brain happens through a 
process that begins before our birth and continues 
into adulthood. Our early experiences are particularly 
important as they affect the way in which our brains are 
built by laying down either a strong or a weak foundation 
for all learning, health and behaviour throughout our lives. 

Babies’ and young children’s brain 
development requires stable, caring, two-
way relationships with adults.

Researchers now know that a major ingredient in the 
development of a baby’s brain is what they call the 
‘serve and return’ relationship between the baby or 
young child and their parents and other main caregivers. 
Babies naturally reach out (‘serve’) for interaction 
through babbling, their facial expressions and their 
gestures, and adults listen and respond (‘return’) with 
the same kind of sounds and gestures back to them. 

If a baby is not listened to and does not get these 
responses, or if the responses are unreliable or are 
not good responses, the baby’s brain will not form 
as well as it should. This can lead to later difficulties 
in the child’s learning and behaviour (Center on the 
Developing Child, 20071).

1 Center on the Developing Child. (2007). The Science of Early Childhood Development (In Brief). Retrieved from  
www.developingchild.harvard.edu

Serve and return
1. Observe the baby and notice their actions or 

follow their gaze, sharing in their interest.  

2. Respond by looking, smiling and talking with 
them about what they are seeing.

3. Name what the baby is doing – ‘You see the 
doggie!’; You dropped your cup.’ 

4. Wait for the baby to look, point, make sounds 
or gestures and respond again – ‘Will we see if 
the doggie would like to be petted?’

5. Notice when the baby turns away or no longer 
shows interest. This is their cue to let you know 
they have had enough. 

Understanding Child 
Development
In order to understand what babies and young children 
need, it is important that you have a good understanding 
of child development and knowledge about what all 
children need. 

For a long time, emotional development was thought 
to be less important than physical development or 
the development of thinking and reasoning. We 
now know that all areas of development including 
wellbeing, a sense of belonging, emotions, language 
and communicating, and thinking are all connected 
and developing together. Emotional wellbeing and the 
ability to relate well to others and get on well in social 
situations provides a strong foundation for a young 
child’s already emerging ability to think and reason, 
and together they form the foundation of a child’s 
development. Being listened to as a baby and a young 
child is key to developing as a good communicator and 
being able to get on well with others. 

The emotional and physical health, social skills and 
thinking, reasoning and language development that you 
support, alongside parents, in a child’s early years is 
extremely important for their success in school and in 
life. For this reason, as well as knowing about physical 
development, you need to know about and understand 
babies’ and young children’s social and emotional 
development, and what to expect, in general, in relation 
to their behaviour. 

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/
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Each individual child will be different, and their 
behaviour will be influenced by the experiences they 
have had since the day they were born (and even 
before), but there are general stages that all children go 
through as their bodies and brains are developing and 
children go through these in a predictable order. (See 
Further Information on page 9 for where you can find 
more information on stages of child development). How 
well you, as well as their parents, listen and respond to 
a child will have a significant effect on the development 
of their sense of who they are and their ability to get on 
with others. This will, in turn, impact on how they cope 
with changes – big and small – and the ups and downs 
of life as they grow up and even into adulthood. 

Babies and young children who are not 
listened to can grow up feeling that their 
thoughts, feelings and interests do not 
matter, which can impact on their sense 
of self and their relationships with other 
people and can lead to them becoming 
anxious or even aggressive.

The good news is that it is not too difficult to support 
a baby’s or young child’s development really well and 
it is hugely rewarding. It is essential that you do this in 
partnership with their parents and always recognise 
parents as their child’s main caregivers, the people who 
know their child best, and whose role and responsibility 
it is to make all major decisions about their child’s 
welfare and learning.

You will find some further information 
and lots of ideas for activities that meet 
children’s needs in Aistear, the Early 
Childhood Curriculum Framework.

Supporting Dependence 
Develops Independence
Through safe, secure, strong relationships with their 
main caregivers, babies and young children learn that 
they are important and that their needs matter. A baby 
needs to see that you are interested in them and in what 
they are communicating through their sounds, gestures 
and body language in order to feel secure and safe. 

A small baby naturally has to depend on someone and 
will need you to be available to meet their needs as 
there are many things they cannot do for themselves. 
They will instinctively feel fear and even distress if their 
needs are not adequately met. If this is ongoing, it is 
damaging. 

It is essential that a baby is able to learn quickly that 
they can trust you as the person who is caring for 
them and can rely on you to provide what they need. 
Remember also that their social and emotional needs 
are at least as important as their physical needs. 
Providing the kind of support a baby needs in order 
for them to know that they can depend on you, and to 
develop that all important trust, must be a priority in 
the early stages of your relationship building. It is from 
this position of being able to depend on and trust their 
caregivers that young children begin to develop the 
confidence to explore and learn on their own.
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The idea that a baby who gets a lot 
of attention will be spoiled is a myth. 
A small baby cannot get too much 
attention. In fact, the more responsive 
you are to a baby’s needs, the less 
‘spoiled’ they will be. As they get older, 
they will be better able to deal with 
small amounts of frustration, for example, 
sometimes having to wait for a short time.

The Rights of  Babies and 
Young Children

All children are citizens and have rights 
and entitlements. All children have an 
equal right to be listened to and valued.

Children of all ages, even tiny babies, have rights and 
are entitled to the same level of respect as adults. 
Although they must depend on others, they have rights 
as individual people. Being a baby or a young child 
does not make them any less a person than any other 
older citizen. They should be seen as active members 
of families, communities and societies with their own 
concerns, interests and points of view. This is clear in 
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC), which requires that even the very 
youngest children be respected as persons in their 
own right. 

When you listen with care to babies and young 
children, you are acknowledging their right to be 
listened to and to have their views taken seriously 
about matters that affect them, as outlined in the 
UNCRC.

If a baby or young child’s views and 
experiences are taken seriously then 
truly listening adults may make changes 
to their daily routines and activities 
that work better for them and for their 
learning and development.

To ensure that babies’ and young children’s rights 
are fully respected they need caregivers who:

	� Know how to tune in to them.

	� Are sensitive to their needs and feelings.

	� Can empathise with them.

	� Accept and name what they communicate (e.g. 
distress, happiness) and how they communicate 
it (through sounds, words, body movement, facial 
expression).

	� Respond to their cues for affection, food, 
warmth, comfort, their likes and dislikes and 
wanting to play.

	� Understand what eases their discomfort. 

	� Are genuinely interested in them.

	� Respect their choices, interests and ideas.

	� Follow their individual pace and timing.

	� Encourage their curious nature and their 
explorations.

	� Recognise and respond to their individual 
temperament and disposition.
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Understanding the Language 
of  Babies
Listening to babies with attention and trying to 
understand their wants and needs is extremely 
important. Babies tell us how they are feeling through 
their actions and sounds, and parents begin to tune in to 
this as soon as their babies are born. 

Babies and young children use gestures and facial 
expressions, laughter, tears and body movements as 
well as some words (as they learn them) to express 
messages about their interests and wishes, to share 
their joy and excitement, and to communicate their hurt, 
fears and worries. 

By closely and constantly listening to 

and observing their language, both 

verbal and non-verbal, you will learn 

how an individual baby or young child 

communicates, what they are telling 

you, what they are interested in and 

engaged in, what upsets them and how 

you can best respond.

Staying attuned and keeping a close watch on a baby’s 
or young child’s communications and actions at all times 
of the day including routine care times (mealtimes, 
changing times, when they are being dressed, at sleep 
times and waking times) as well as while they are 
playing will tell you what they want, like or don’t like. 

Babies’ communications
Crying is one of the key ways that babies communicate, 
and babies and young children cry for many reasons.

Sometimes it may be to show they are hungry, thirsty, 
tired, too hot, too cold, uncomfortable, have a pain or 
feel sad. Sometimes a baby or young child might be 
over-stimulated by too many toys or people around 
them, or too much noise, so they cry due to the feelings 
of discomfort, frustration or anxiety this can cause. 

When you are tuned in to a baby, you can learn to 
identify their different cries and respond to what they 
need. You will also know if a baby’s cry or behaviour is 
unusual for them, which is important as this may signal 
a concern or that they are unwell. 

Babies tell us how they feel through all of the other 
sounds and actions they make too, such as waving 
their arms, kicking or making sounds of happiness and 
pleasure. They move their bodies in different ways – 
kick their legs, wave their arms, stiffen their bodies, arch 
their backs, stretch and clench their fingers. They often 
turn away when they get bored.

Close watching of non-verbal language will allow you to 
learn how an individual baby communicates in their own 
way through their many sounds and actions.

Tuning in
Some childminders care for babies as young as three 
months old. It is particularly important that you are fully 
tuned in to very young babies as soon as possible.

It can be difficult to understand what babies and young 
children are communicating when you are first getting 
to know them. Nonetheless, it is essential that you do 
come to understand them as soon as possible. You 
can do this through watching carefully, tuning in and 
listening, but also very much with the help of their 
parents as they are the people who know their children 
best. (See Barnardos guide for childminders on Settling 
In and Developing Relationships)

https://shop.barnardos.ie/products/guidance-for-childminders-settling-in-and-developing-relationships?_pos=5&_sid=2315dc3fc&_ss=r
https://shop.barnardos.ie/products/guidance-for-childminders-settling-in-and-developing-relationships?_pos=5&_sid=2315dc3fc&_ss=r
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	� Talk with the baby or young child about what is 
happening, such as when changing their nappy, 
and notice how they respond to you. 

	� Get face to face, at the child’s physical level, so 
you can tune in fully to what they are telling you 
and they can see your face. 

	� Follow the child’s lead – where they look to and 
crawl to, and what they show interest in. 

	� Respond with comments on what you see, 
‘You’re enjoying your milk’. 

	� Consider your responses from the baby’s 
viewpoint. 

	� Give babies choices when they have to do 
something, ‘Would you like to hold the cup when 
I’m giving you your yogurt?’ and listen to the 
preferences they show you. 

	� Think about how the baby or young child 
explores and encourage their choices in play and 
exploring.

	� Recognise and encourage the baby’s efforts, 
ability, ideas and ways of working things out.

Care and Learning Happen 
Together from Birth
Care and learning for babies and young children 
happen at the same time, and parents and other main 
caregivers such as childminders provide for children’s 
learning as they care. 

‘Care’ begins before birth as parents begin to nurture 
their unborn baby and continues throughout a child’s 
life through their parents and other main caregivers 
meeting the child’s physical and psychological needs 
and protecting them. 

‘Learning’ is a life-long process and begins at birth with 
warm responsive interactions and the development 
of important relationships in a safe, interesting and 
caring environment. It begins as soon as babies start 
to receive responses to their cries and to recognise the 
familiar voices and faces of their parents and later their 
other main caregivers. Parents and caregivers in turn 
respond to the baby’s cues and provide experiences 
for them that meet their needs and fire up all of their 
senses. As young children grow, the opportunities 
for learning that parents and other main caregivers 
provide for them is based on the deep knowledge they 
have of them. 

Babies and young children learn 

when they are involved in talking, 

shared reading, enjoyable interactive 

outings, household activities and other 

meaningful everyday experiences.

When there is more connection between young 
children and those who care for them, there is 
generally less need for correction and direction. When 
you notice and speak about children’s feelings and 
follow what they are interested and engaged in, things 
will go more easily for everyone. This does not mean 
giving in to their every wish, but being understanding 
of how they feel when things cannot go their way and 
allowing them to have choices whenever possible. 
We know too that the more interested and engaged 
children are in their experiences, and enjoying them, 
the more they are learning.
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Responding to Individual 
Temperaments
Each child (and adult) has their own temperament, that 
is, their own individual characteristics that influence the 
way they respond to their everyday experiences in their 
emotions and their behaviour. 

Research has identified nine aspects of temperament:

1. Activity level: How active the baby is.

2. Biological rhythms: How regular the baby’s sleep/
wake and eating routines are.

3. Distractibility: How easily the baby can be distracted 
from something they are doing.

4. Approach/withdrawal: How the baby responds to 
new experiences.

5. Adaptability: How the baby adapts to new situations.

6. Attention span/persistence: How persistent the baby 
is when faced with challenges.

7. Intensity of reaction: How intense the baby’s 
responses and emotions are.

8. Sensitivity: How sensitive the baby is to flavours, 
textures, smells and noises.

9. Mood: Whether the baby has a happy, positive mood 
most of the time or a negative mood most of the time. 

Each individual has their own 

combination of temperament traits and 

there is no right or wrong temperament. 

Everyone has their own way of feeling, 

thinking, acting and interacting with 

the world.

A baby’s temperament can be seen very early in life and 
becomes more stable as they get older. 

A baby’s or young child’s temperament will influence 
how they generally respond to you and others, and 
to the experiences you provide for them, as well as 
experiences they have that may be out of your control, 
such as when you take them out in the local community. 
For example, some children make friends easily and 
jump into all activities, others want to control play, while 
others like to take things more slowly and prefer to 
watch before joining in. Some children show little fear or 
awareness of danger in situations where other children 
are naturally more cautious. 

A child’s temperament and your own temperament 
will also influence how you respond to them. If a child 
is a picky eater, for example, or doesn’t like certain 
clothes, you may find it very frustrating. However, if 
you understand that the child may have a natural high 
sensitivity to taste, smell and touch, that can help explain 
why they react as they do. This understanding will 
change your expectations and help you to make small, 
easy adjustments that can make a big difference for 
both the child and you. 

It is essential that you come to know each young 
child’s temperament in order to understand their 
responses and to support them in developing their 
own individually suited and positive ways of coping 
with the challenges they will meet as they grow and 
develop. 

You may also need to adapt your environment and 
your expectations to suit the child’s temperament to 
ensure they are not unduly stressed by it and it is a 
good ‘fit’ for them. To really know a baby’s or young 
child’s temperament, you need to listen with care to 
all of what they express through their many ways of 
communicating. You will also get a lot of insight into 
their temperament, and the environment they are 
used to at home, through your conversations with 
their parents.
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Babies and Young Children Feel Strong Feelings
Feelings are not right or wrong. All feelings are natural, 
and babies and young children experience a range 
of feelings. Sometimes their strong feelings can be 
overwhelming for babies and young children who 
do not yet understand them or know what to do with 
them. It is essential that they know their feelings are 
recognised by their caregivers and are important. They 
have yet to learn how to manage their own feelings and 
they need understanding and support.

It is important that you don’t dismiss, make little of or 
ignore babies and young children’s feelings, saying, 
for example, ‘Don’t cry, you’re ok’. Acknowledging and 
naming their feeling, with empathy, ‘You are feeling sad 
because Mam is going to work’, helps them to see that 
it is ok to feel as they do and later to recognise what 
they are feeling and be able to say it. 

Listening and responsive caregivers:

	� Know that babies are never too young to express what is important to them.

	� Are available to babies – not too busy to give them the attention they need.

	� Follow what babies seem to be looking at and talk about what they are seeing. 

	� Provide things for babies that are good to feel, to hold and touch, to taste, to look at and listen to. 

	� Try to see the world as the baby sees it and think about what things will stimulate, interest and engage them.

	� Understand the sounds a baby makes and their movements and expressions based on what they see and their 
conversations with parents.

	� Acknowledge and name what they think a baby may be feeling and give them time to express their feelings.

	� Acknowledge babies’ interests, likes and dislikes and give them choices.

	� Are patient, interested and committed

	� Observe babies and young children carefully to see what their responses to experiences, places and materials 
are telling them about what they like or don’t like, what they know and what they can do

	� Keep good notes of their observations to share with babies’ parents and good notes of information from parents

The little things matter to 
babies and young children 
as well as the big things, and 
they need a special person to 
care about those little things 
– all day every day – not just 
when they are at home. The 
experience of being cared 
for by reliable adults who 
listen to them, who observe 
them carefully, are attentive 
and responsive, affectionate 
and thoughtful is enormously 
important for all babies and 
young children.
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Further Information

It is important to keep up to date with quality information and supports and 
share these with parents.

Useful books

	y French, G. (2018) The time of their lives: Nurturing babies’ learning and development in early childhood 
settings. Dublin: Barnardos.

Useful weblinks

	y Aistear Síolta Practice Guide

	y HSE - Babies’ and Young Children’s Social and 
Emotional Development

	y CDC - Child Development

	y HSE - Child Development 

	y Malaguzzi - 100 Languages

	y Tusla Quality and Regulatory Framework

	y Ted Talk - How Every Child Can Thrive by Five

Other relevant guides in this series Guidance for Childminders

	y Settling In and Developing Relationships

	y Understanding Children’s Behaviour

	y Partnership with Parents

	y Providing for Play

	y Stories and Storytelling

	y Supporting Language Development

For parents

	y First 5 Resources for Parents

	y The ABC’s Of Child Development - Developmental Milestones for Your Child’s First Five Years

T: 01 453 0355

E: resources@barnardos.ie

W: www.barnardos.ie

For regular updates join us on Facebook Registered Charity No: CHY 6015 / RCN 20010027

https://shop.barnardos.ie/products/the-time-of-their-lives-nurturing-babies-learning-and-development-in-early-childhood-settings?_pos=1&_sid=c581292d9&_ss=r
https://shop.barnardos.ie/products/the-time-of-their-lives-nurturing-babies-learning-and-development-in-early-childhood-settings?_pos=1&_sid=c581292d9&_ss=r
https://www.aistearsiolta.ie/en/
https://www2.hse.ie/babies-and-toddlers/
https://www2.hse.ie/babies-and-toddlers/
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/pdf/checklists/Checklists-with-Tips_Reader_508.pdf
https://www2.hse.ie/wellbeing/child-health/your-childs-developmental-milestones/0-to-6-months.html
https://www.reggiochildren.it/en/reggio-emilia-approach/100-linguaggi-en/
https://www.tusla.ie/services/preschool-services/early-years-quality-and-regulatory-framework/
https://www.ted.com/talks/molly_wright_how_every_child_can_thrive_by_five?language=en
https://shop.barnardos.ie/products/guidance-for-childminders-settling-in-and-developing-relationships?_pos=5&_sid=2315dc3fc&_ss=r
https://shop.barnardos.ie/products/guidance-for-childminders-understanding-childrens-behaviour?_pos=6&_sid=2315dc3fc&_ss=r
https://shop.barnardos.ie/products/guidance-for-childminders-partnership-with-parents?_pos=1&_sid=2315dc3fc&_ss=r
https://shop.barnardos.ie/products/guidance-for-childminders-providing-for-play?_pos=2&_sid=062d3f41f&_ss=r
https://shop.barnardos.ie/products/guidance-for-childminders-stories-and-storytelling?_pos=3&_sid=062d3f41f&_ss=r
https://shop.barnardos.ie/products/guidance-for-childminders-supporting-language-development?_pos=4&_sid=062d3f41f&_ss=r
https://first5.gov.ie/parents
http://www.pbs.org/wholechild/abc/index.html
https://www.facebook.com/groups/922355578098362

