 “You’ve got a secret smile and you use it only for me.” 
Infants’ intentional communication within the home 

Caroline Guard 

(University of Reading) 

c.c.guard@reading.ac.uk 

Introduction 

The socio-cognitive world of the infant has long been an area of great fascination and enquiry. Literature is diverse, frequently empowering the infant, presenting him as a mature, capable, self-aware mind from birth (Gopnik et al 1999, Rutter 2002, Stern 2004). At birth, babies are thrown into a fast-paced and overpowering environment, seemingly controlled by the adults surrounding them who, in turn, are attempting to perceive their cues and embark on communication exchanges. Frederick Froebel’s early manuscripts (cited in Lilley, 1967) pay homage to the infant by  providing a sensitive and emotive account of their first experiences of the world and crediting infants' meaningful behaviours and mature communication attempts. He acknowledged how adults can frequently dismiss infants' sensitivity to environmental influences, consequently inhibiting evolving communications and impacting emerging relationships. 

“Could we but regard our children in the first weeks of their life as inherently sensitive and responsive to their environment, how different they and how different mankind would be!” 
(Froebel, 1830, cited in Lilley 1967: 78). 

Working within the early years sector for my entire career, I am an advocate for recognising children as their own beings, independently in control of their thinking, both characterful and enticing in their behaviours, but very often misunderstood by the observing adult. In my role as a Lecturer to undergraduates, I often speak to new students about their perceptions of ‘The Baby Room’ and infancy, and despite the growing awareness and availability of literature celebrating the infant (Goouch and Powell, 2013), some students still believe baby rooms to be ‘disengaging’ and infants immature in their communicative skills. 
The problem is more widespread than misconceptions of baby room pedagogy. I recently read a blog by an antenatal teacher stating that young infants have no other way to communicate but through crying. This dismisses an infant’s early conscious ability to communicate and attune to their mother's movements. Yes, crying is the uncontrollable way to gain adult attention quickly, but what about the subtle, sometimes silent, cues radiated before crying ensues and babbling is established? Does this lead us to communicate directly with babies only when they are shouting uncontrollably for our attention? Infants do cry but they also communicate in more sophisticated, skilful ways. This paper, extracted from a larger research project, briefly explores the intimate conversational moments between infants and others within the home environment. 
Literature review 

It is widely recognised that infants employ a variety of sophisticated ways to engage an adult and maintain their attention across their first year, gradually becoming proficient in communicating with persons in their primary circle and beyond.  Arguably, it could be suggested that adults still hold much of the control when sustaining mutual engagement, or whether they respond to the infant’s cues at all. Tronick and colleagues (1978) exposed the impact on young infants if their cues for attention are continually missed or ignored, although this could be misleading for some parents if taken in the wrong context. The world is a busy place; time together as a family for uninterrupted conversations can be limited. Distractions are everywhere from answering the telephone to cooking the dinner; the infant, just a small pea in a very busy pod. Their own subtle attempts at establishing communication can be missed or, if engagement is established, this may be short and unsustained. 

An evolving area of study has been infants' ability to interpret intentions of others and their own intentional behaviours which some sources conclude emerge from the middle of the first year alongside the development of theory of mind (Reddy, 2015). 
Sperber and Wilson (1995) consider communication as intentional, intended to gain attention or achieve something. Research presents intentional communications to be an intrinsically motivated action (gesture or vocalisation) aimed at another with persistence until a desired effect has been achieved (Bates, 1979; Harding and Golinkoff, 1979; Reddy, 2010). Colwyn Trevarthen and Vasu Reddy’s work firmly testifies that infants are intentional from a young age (Reddy andTrevarthen, 2004), acknowledging how infants employ self-conscious competences to review their own behaviours in accordance to others' reactions and performing attention seeking behaviours, often in a humorous manner such as teasing and clowning (Reddy, 1991, 1997). Despite this, debate is still widespread to ascertain if ‘intentionality’ or cognitive recognition of such action can be observed or measured. The infants observed across this study presented behaviours which appeared to have a clear premediated intention to determinedly gain others' attention. 
The Research 

The aim of this small scale study was to explore the subtleties infants present during communication episodes within the home. It was underpinned by the following research questions: 

 How do infants (aged 2 to 12 months) use communicative cues intentionally to seek adult/others attention in their home environment? 

 What is the infant's response if/when they are responded to and how are these interactions sustained? 

 How may intentional overtures and responses vary for different adults/persons in the lives of infants aged 2 -12 months? 

An interpretivist paradigm was adopted, developing four separate case studies consisting of semi-structured interviews with primary carers and a selection of naturalistic observations of the infants engaging with others within their home environment across an 8 week period. The four infant participants were aged between 11 and 48 weeks, all resided with both parents and two had older siblings. 

Findings and Discussion 
The study revealed rich and comprehensive data, providing an insight into the intimate world of infants in their home environment. 

When asked if they were aware if their children did anything to gain their attention, primary carers consciously identified their infant’s intentional actions highlighting verbal and physical reactions such as ‘calling’ from another room or banging objects to gain attention. 
“.... if my husband is busy doing something she can just be smiling when he looks up from the ipad or something....., she’s like ‘daddy?!’” 
Another parent commented:
“… he is cheeky, doing things like banging something and grinning waiting for us to respond…It’s like he knows why he has done it!” 
Mothers were particularly aware of the importance of slower times with their child: 

“You know the song ‘you’ve got a secret smile and you use it only for me?’  He would do a cheeky little grin..... he would keep my nipple in and just smile at me, and no one else could see it. I would love it, it was so precious, and every so often he will still do it now. He will go into his own world now when he feeds, but when he is coming to the end, he might open his eyes and just grin at me, it’s amazing.” 
Naturalistic observations found the following similarities across all infants when attempting to gain the attention of another: 

 Staring* 

 Action Motor movements (sub-categorised into arm/leg movements)* 

 Mouthing and Vocalisations* 

 Facial expressions* 

*NB: These were often presented sequentially and the older the child, the more these behaviours appeared collectively. 

Reciprocal communication
On successful engagement of a communication partner, all infants transformed their behaviours considerably, despite being at different developmental stages. The following behaviours were noted across all infants:
 Heightened, accentuated facial expressions 

 Verbalisations, appearing connected and prolonged the older the child 

 Action motor movement, with speed variation 

 Teasing or goading the communication partner 

 Breathing speed (variable) 

Example: 
“As Mum communicates with her, she raises both her legs and one arm and her breathing increases. Her feet push upwards which lifts her bottom slightly and … her movements increase quickly, flicking and flapping… as Mum chats and tickles Anna*, she responds with open mouth, tongue poking out and animated eyes … her body movements alter in speed and precision but she remains focussed on Mum at every moment.” 
Differentiated communications 

Every infant, no matter their age or other variables within the family context, demonstrated subtly different behaviours when attempting to engage family members. 

Findings revealed common patterns of behaviours when intentionally seeking and communicating with mothers; softer, slower movements of limbs, staring and watching often for long periods of time, smiling with delicate, positive facial expressions, infant calling and verbalisations, slower, calmer breathing speeds. Movements frequently incorporated stroking and smiles and facial expressions seemed more delicate. 
“He lays across Mum’s body and uses his right hand to stroke Mum’s chest and face up and down. He looks up and back to Mum’s face four times, whilst Mum continues a conversation with Dad ...” 
This is in stark contrast to engagement witnessed with fathers where movements were faster, and less controlled. Breathing speed consistently increased, facial expressions appeared consistently more animated and verbalisations were connected, with some evidence of imitative verbalisations. 
“… Dad bends down to interact with her and her body movements increase at top speed, rapidly flailing her legs and arms up and down, her breathing very rapid. Her face lights up, eye brows as wide as they will go, mouth beaming and open and her tongue nearly hanging out. The tongue flicks in and out as Dad talks to her, her fingers wiggle quickly and her left legs flicks up and down three or four times.” 
Each child, no matter the context, demonstrated more animated behaviours with their fathers. Why is this? Limited research has been carried out focussing on the role of the father/infant dyad but it is interesting that, despite variations of family environments, all the infants demonstrated this. One child’s father was abroad for two observations and had limited contact with him across his first year. Despite this, he still exhibited animated behaviours even via another medium, namely a tablet. Sceptics might argue that the child was possibly more excited about the technology than the image on it, but I disagree; behaviours demonstrated were consistent with those seen in the other infants with their fathers. 

“Dad appears on the iPad in one of his pre-recorded bedtime stories. Alfie's* mood changes immediately; he begins to jump up and down, laughing loudly, mouth wide open and begins giggling ‘hahahahahahahaahahha, hhmmmmmm, hahahahah’  - the ‘hmmmm’ appears as he reaches for the screen to touch Dad. He is on tippy toes, reaching and jumping, his face animated. Mum asks ‘who is that Alfie?!’ ‘Ha,Ha,’ he responds.” 
Two of the children were observed with older siblings. These observations highlighted patterns of behaviour similar to that of father engagements but also incorporated obvious attempts at imitation of behaviour and vocalisations along with teasing and provoking the sibling to engage, often with great persistence. Body movements, such as limb actions, remained calmer until interaction ensued with the sibling. 
“…she blows a raspberry and begins to jump up and down continuing to watch Jackson*. She blows another raspberry and stretches her arms out toward Jackson, he doesn’t respond  or acknowledge her.” 
Research acknowledges that infancy is a time for evolution and discovery, ‘learning the ropes’ and beginning a journey to a complex mind where intentional communications emerge gradually as experiences prevail. Evidence collated across this small scale study raises important questions over the timings of such achievements and experiences and may encourage more research within ‘natural’ environments. 
Implications for future research 

Despite centuries of research, there is still much to learn about infant communications; what’s more, the complexity of modern society adds another layer for consideration and analysis. Modern technology has begun to influence how we engage with young children within the home (Mendelsohn et al, 2010) and is noted within a more detailed analysis of this study. 
Outside the home environment, many infants are cared for by individuals other than their parents, often within large day care environments and this has implications for social relationships (Degotardi and Pearson, 2009, 2014). The findings presented in this study appear to indicate that infants could be cognitively more sophisticated than first thought, seemingly able to differentiate communicative cues and engagement for different individuals. Does this mean that infants are able to further differentiate their cues for attention and interaction with their key person (Elfer et al, 2012) and other familiar adults outside the family environment? Does the organisation and structure of current day provision within England support opportunities for slower, intimate and sustained interactions between infant and practitioner? Is the significance of taking time to really listen and attune to infants’ distinct communications recognised by staff, or are there barriers obstructing sustained interactions within current provision? These questions will be further explored within a larger PhD study. 
Additional areas that I propose need further exploration include: 

· Longitudinal research to review how infants' intentional communications are displayed within different family structures: lone parent families, same sex parent families and blended families would further enhance the small scale research within this study. 
· Wider research focussing on the special and dynamic relationship between infants and their fathers. 

·  Further naturalistic, longitudinal research on emergent relationships between infants and their siblings. 
· This research reiterates the importance of mutual engagements between infants and others. Many infants now experience care in non-familial environments, therefore studies exploring intentional cues within group care settings may support infants to further connect with adults and peers outside their primary circle. 
*all names are pseudonyms 
A copy of more detailed findings and full report can be obtained directly from the author. 

References 
Bates, E (1979) The emergence of symbols: cognition and communication in infancy. London: Academic Press 

Degotardi, S and Pearson, E (2009) Relationship theory in the nursery: attachment and beyond. Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 10 (2): 144-145. 

Degotardi, S and Pearson, E (2014) The relationship worlds of infants and toddlers: multiple perspectives from early years theory and practice, Maidenhead: Open University Press. 

Elfer, P, Goldschmied, E and Selleck, D (2012) Key persons in the early years (2nd ed), Abingdon: Routledge. 

Gopnik, A, Meltzoff, A.N, and Kuhl, P.K. (1999). The scientist in the crib: minds, brains and how children learn, New York: Morrow. 

Goouch, K and Powell, S (2013) The baby room: principles, policy and practice, Maidenhead: Open University Press. 

Harding, C and Golinkoff, R (1979) The origins of intentional vocalizations in prelinguistic infants. Child Development, 50: 33-40. 

Lilley, I. (1967) Friedrich Froebel: a selection from his writings, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Mendelsohn, A, Brockmeyer, C, Dreyer, B, Fierman, A, Berkule-Silberman, S and Tomopoulos, S (2010) Do verbal interactions with infants during electronic media exposure mitigate adverse impacts on their language development as toddlers? Infant Child Development, 19 (6): 577–593.  
Reddy, V (1991) 'Playing with others’ expectation: teasing and mucking about in the first year' in A. Whiten (ed) (1992) Natural theories of the mind: evolution: development and simulation of everyday mindreading, Oxford: Blackwell Publishers. 

Reddy, V, Hay, D, Murray, L and Trevarthen, C (1997) Communication in infancy: mutual regulation of affect and attention, in G. Bremner, A. Slater and G. Butterworth (eds), Infant development: recent advances, Hove: Psychology Press. 

Reddy, V and Trevarthen, C (2004) What we learn about babies from engaging with their emotions, Zero to Three, 24(3): 9–15. 

Reddy, V (2010) ‘Mind knowledge in infancy: understanding attention and intention in the first year’, in G. Bremner and A. Fogel (eds), Blackwell handbook of infancy research, Oxford: Blackwell. 

Reddy, V (2015) Joining intentions in infancy, Journal of Consciousness Studies, 22 (1–2): 24–44. 

Rutter, M (2002) Nature, nurture, and development: from evangelism through science toward policy and practice, Child Development, 73: 1 – 21. 

Sperber, D and Wilson, D (1995) Postface: Relevance: communication and cognition (2nd ed), Oxford, Blackwell. 

Stern, D (2004) The first relationship: infant and mother, Cambridge: Harvard Press 

Tronick, E, Als, H, Adamson, L, Wise, S and Brazelton, T (1978) The infant’s response to entrapment between contradictory messages in face-to-face interaction, Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 17: 1–13.  
