
 Fisher, J. (2016). Interacting or Interfering. Improving Interactions in the Early. 
Maintaining the learning momentum  
 

Once a conversation has begun – whether initiated by the practitioner or the child – then 
there are several well-documented strategies for keeping the interaction flowing. During the 
Oxfordshire ACI Project, participants documented the following strategies most frequently as 
being effective in maintaining the child’s learning momentum and keeping the ‘threads’ of a 
conversation between the adult and the child intact.  

 
Many were invaluable for offering the child a response ‘with interest’, thus sharing the 

exchange rather than dominating it. All of these strategies can be useful whether an interaction is 
adult-led or child-led, but some may be particularly suited to one context rather than another.  
 
Commenting  

Commenting is particularly valuable for practitioners working with children with little verbal 
language – very young children; those with English as an additional language; those with language 
delay. By commenting, words, grammar and figures of speech are reinforced and modelled by the 
practitioner. For example: ‘My hands are getting colder in the water.’ ‘You’re putting dolly to bed 
because she’s tired.’ ‘The train is going through the tunnel. Is it coming out the other side yet?’  

As with many strategies, ‘commenting’ can be overdone. When the practitioner speaks too 
much their words become like background music, and the child only notices when the sound is 
switched off. But used judiciously, commenting can enhance the crucial elements of speech, 
language and communication that we considered. 
 
Pondering  

Pondering is an unthreatening way of posing a question. ‘Pondering’ suggests that the 
practitioner is interested in the question too, rather than she has the answer and is ‘testing’ the 
child. It also suggests that there will be a joint exploration or investigation, with practitioner and 
child co-constructing ideas and possibilities as their investigation proceeds. For example: ‘I wonder 
if…?’ ‘I wonder why…?’ ‘I wonder whether…?’ ‘I wonder’ is a valuable question to use with young 
children as it opens up their thinking, rather than closing it down. ‘I wonder’ often plants an idea 



(rather than demanding an answer) to which the child can return when they make the relevant 
connections for themselves. “Planting an idea seems far more effective than demanding an 
answer.”  
 
Imagining 

Many young children have vivid imaginations, and it is vital that practitioners encourage 
their creative thinking in a whole range of contexts. Children need to be ‘in someone else’s shoes’ 
(Duffy 2006) to imagine what it is like to be someone or do something outside their normal range 
of powers. Practitioners can help children to project into other people’s lives, and to project into 
situations that they might never have experienced. ‘What might it be like to…?’ ‘I can imagine…’ 
‘Perhaps…’ ‘Let’s pretend we…’ Being placed – or placing themselves – in an imaginary situation 
supports the development of children’s creative thinking, which is so vital for developing their own 
ideas, using their imagination, and being original.  
 
Connecting 

It is crucial that practitioners help children make connections in their learning. Once the 
brain’s neural connections are in place, the neurons are then able to communicate with one another 
and the brain can interpret the world in the light of experience. By reminding children of things that 
have happened, or that they have done in the past, we help them ‘bring to mind’ and exploit those 
aspects of their past experience that we know might be useful (Wood 1998: 97). It is much easier 
to remember something new if we can connect what is new to what is already known and 
understood. Jerome Bruner (1983: 183) once famously wrote that ‘Learning is… figuring out how 
to use what you already know in order to go beyond what you currently think.’ ‘Do you remember 
how we planted the seeds under the soil? See… that’s the top of the plant that is going to grow!’ 
‘Do you remember when/how…?’ ‘It’s just like when we/you…’ ‘If you can manage XX today, 
maybe you can try YY tomorrow.’ Thinking aloud Sometimes asking children ‘Why don’t you try 
this…?’ gets little response, whereas the more indirect ‘I think I’ll try this…‘often leads to children 
following the practitioner’s lead, thereby extending their repertoire of ideas.  

Young children respond to adults as role models (Rogoff 1990; Bandura 1977), and if a 
significant adult is seen trying or doing something then it often stimulates the child to copy. It also 
helps the child in their understanding of ‘being a learner’, that adults think things through and try 



things out as a result. ‘I’m going to try…’ ‘I remember when I tried…’ ‘I did something like this 
before…’ Talking about feelings It can be a great temptation, as caring adults, not to talk to 
children about their feelings. But research tells us that in order to manage feelings children have to 
confront them (Gerhardt 2010) and to be able to name them (Robinson 2014). Doing so, as 
situations arise naturally, is the best way to give children permission to express what they are 
feeling and that their feelings are OK. ‘I think Sophie might be upset because she’s missing her 
mummy too” ‘I can see you’re excited ‘cos daddy’s coming soon.’ ‘I think you’re cross because you 
wanted that trike and Andrew got there first. Let’s have a cuddle and then it will be your turn.’  
 
Reflecting back to children 

One way to show children that we have been listening to their thinking is to reflect back 
what they have said. Sometimes it is sufficient to repeat their own words. Sometimes they show us 
something through action and we give the action words. Sometimes we reflect back what the child 
has said and then embellish it. ‘I was thinking what a good idea it was to make the witch into a good 
witch.’ ‘I think you’ve chosen the best bricks there because they’ve made the bridge far more 
secure.’ ‘I like your idea that the snail leaves a trail on the ground to move more easily. I think it 
also helps him to…’ Supporting the child to make choices and decisions Often in our attempts to 
give children choice we make that choice too broad. Very young children may need their choices 
limited so that they become manageable.  

By supporting children’s choices and decision making we help them increasingly to have 
control over their lives and its consequences. ‘Would you like the red ones or the blue ones?’ ‘Do 
you think baby bear would rather have eaten his porridge or gone for that walk?’ ‘Would you like to 
use charcoal or chalk?’ As children get older their capacity for making choices increases, and so 
should the options offered by the practitioner.  

 
Explaining/Informing  

Sometimes children just need to be told something. Rather than be made to think about 
something or asked their opinion or told to go and fetch a book, they just need to be given an 
explanation or an answer. Practitioners can give reasons for why something has happened; they 
can explain outcomes; they can describe cause-and-effect relationships; they can justify actions 
and they can recognize problems and offer solutions. ‘If you turn the saw like this you’ll be able to 



cut right through.’ ‘The leaves have turned brown because they are dying and they’ll fall off the 
trees so new leaves can grow.’ ‘Oh look. He forgot to tie his shoelaces and so he tripped over.’ 
‘You have to wear your coat because it’s cold outside.’ However, it is important that any such 
‘information’ comes after the child has had the chance to show whether they already know this, or 
have had a go at something and want to be given the explanation. Posing problems Donaldson 
(1978) reminds us that young children tend to bring the concrete – what they know, understand 
and have experienced – to abstract situations and, therefore, sometimes ‘reason’ inaccurately 
because they bring this limited experience to bear.  

We can challenge children’s thinking by posing problems which they can then solve in their 
own way and within their own capacities. These challenges need to be genuine, have meaning for 
the child, and be worth solving. ‘Maybe there’s a way of reaching the hook so Luke can fix it?’ ‘I 
wonder if there’s a way to keep the grass dry in the den?’ ‘There must be a way to remember 
who’s had a turn?’  

 
Staying quiet  

Finally, there are times to stay quiet. Times when children need to be given the opportunity 
to think rather than answer the practitioner’s queries and questions. Time for the practitioner to 
stay attentive but not be intrusive. Time for the practitioner to watch and wait and wonder at 
what children are doing, thinking and learning. 

 
 


