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Facts

Infants and Young Children are Learning to be Reflective

During the first two
years the child
from: that
•progresses
First understands
•

•

•

other people have
intentions; then
Understands that
others have intentions
that may different
from their own; and
eventually
Understands that not
all observable acts are
intentional.
Two year olds
understand that
people want things
and so will act to get
them.

Reflection is a developmental process with
some predictable expectations during the
first years of life.
•

•

•

•

Infants are born with an intuitive sense that other people
are “like me”. Some researchers think of this as a prelinguistic theory of mind.
Infants find other people fascinating from very early in life.
Even before they can talk, babies are able to interact and
communicate with other people.
During the first year of life babies begin to show an
awareness of:
o Emotions;
o Intentions; and
o Goal-directed behavior in people.
Starting at around 9-12 months, infants can use the
emotional expression of their parent to decide whether or
not to approach a novel toy or engage in a novel activity.
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Reflection is a developmental process with some predictable
expectations during the first years of life.
Typically during years 3 and
4 we begin to see the child:
•

•

•

•

•

First understand that other
people have thoughts and
beliefs; then
Understand that these
thoughts and beliefs may
be different from their
own; & then
Become aware that people
might hold beliefs that do
not match reality.
By age three, many
children are able to use
language to express
another person’s desire,
“Johnny wants an orange.”
It is typically not until
about age 4 that children
can describe people’s
internal states (believing,
thinking and feeling) as
related to their actions,
“Johnny is hungry and
wants to eat that juicy
orange.”

Between five and seven
years children become
increasingly able to
apply moral judgments
to the thoughts and
behaviors of others.

What can we do to support the development of
reflection in infants and young children?
The ability to be reflective is influenced by both
neurology and genetics. It unfolds and is influenced by
early caregiver-child interactions. Sensitive and attuned
interactions are necessary.
•

Pay close attention! The baby/young child is using
many ways to communicate to you about his needs,
desires, and interests. Even before children have
words to tell us what they need, they express
themselves through eye contact, facial expressions,
body movements/stillness, gestures, and
vocalizations. Some of these signals are very clear and
easy to read and others are subtle and may take some
detective work to understand. In order to develop
their reflective capacity, babies/young children need
to feel that their ways of communicating are
understood.

•

Attend to the internal world of the baby/young child
including her emotions and psychological
experiences. This requires the parent/caregiver to
take the perspective of the baby/young child.

•

Adjust interactions and the demand of the external
world to fit the child’s emotional needs.

•

Recognize that the child has thoughts, feelings and
intentions of his own and that are different from
those of the caregiver.

•

Interpret and help to contain the baby’s/young child’s
overwhelming emotions.

•

Mirror and label emotions even before the child is
expected to understand the words.

Jacqui Van Horn, MPH (2016)

