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One of the gravest risks in the recording of very young children is that they are not always 
being observed within anything like a neutral interpretive field. This matters especially in 
foster care and assessment contexts, where babies and toddlers are described constantly 
by adults, yet cannot defend themselves against what is written about them.

A preverbal child does not enter the record directly. The child enters through adult 
language.

That language may then travel through foster logs, contact notes, social work summaries, 
review papers, wellbeing frameworks, legal argument, and future assumptions. In that 
sense, the issue is never only what happens to the child. It is also how the child is 
translated into words.

This becomes even more serious where prior concerns already exist about a parent or 
family member. The existence of such concerns does not by itself prove distortion. But it 
does create a real risk of interpretive preload. Once a professional system is already 
worried about an adult, ambiguous or developmentally ordinary infant behaviour can be 
drawn too quickly into an existing story. Crying, quietness, clinginess, withdrawal, 
disrupted transitions, distress after contact, comfort-seeking, or fatigue may cease to be 
described first as infant behaviour and start to be read as evidence of something already 
feared or assumed.

The danger grows further where the child is being cared for or observed within a moral 
atmosphere shaped by shame, judgement, propriety, suspicion, or emotionally loaded 
ideas of rightness and wrongness. This is not an attack on any religion or community as 
such. It is a concern about interpretive style. Any caregiving or institutional environment 
that tends to moralise behaviour rather than describe it developmentally creates added risk 
for a child who cannot speak for herself.

In Scotland, this question cannot always be separated neatly from the longer cultural 
presence of sectarian inheritance, moral sorting, and shame-based relational judgement. 
The point is not denominational identity in the abstract. The point is whether inherited 
habits of judgement are present in the interpretive atmosphere around the child, and 
whether those habits quietly shape how behaviour is seen, described, and recorded.

Where prior concern about a parent combines with a judgement-heavy or shame-shaped 
interpretive culture, a very young child may be read through two filters at once: first 
through institutional concern, and second through moral interpretation. Under those 
conditions, adults may sincerely believe they are acting in the child’s best interests while 
still describing that child in language that is conceptually loose, causally inflated, or 
developmentally dishonest.



This is why interpretive precision matters so much. A baby or toddler cannot correct the 
record. She cannot distinguish, for the file, between what she did and what adults decided 
it meant. She cannot defend herself against summary language. She cannot stop an over-
interpretation becoming an official description.

And once a phrase enters the record, it can harden.

A child may be described as “settled,” “distressed,” “clingy,” “unsettled after contact,” 
“resistant,” or “showing good attachment,” when what actually happened was far more 
specific, temporary, ambiguous, or developmentally ordinary. Such phrases may look small 
when first written, but they can quickly become pattern claims, decision supports, and 
institutional truth.

That is the deeper concern here: imposed meaning.

A very young child may be made to “say” things in the record that she never actually said 
in signal. Her crying may be narrativised. Her quietness may be mistaken for wellbeing. 
Her distress may be assigned a preferred cause. Her recovery may be under-recorded. 
Her behaviour may be fitted into adult concern rather than described on its own terms.

Where such conditions exist, the obligation to write carefully becomes stricter, not looser. 
Prior concern about an adult does not reduce the need for descriptive precision. It 
increases it.

If we are serious about a child’s best interests, then we must also be serious about the 
language through which that child is known. The standard cannot be: what wording is 
convenient, familiar, or institutionally persuasive. The standard must be: what was actually 
observed, what support was offered, how the child responded, what remains unclear, and 
what has merely been inferred.

A child’s earliest written identity should not be built out of collapsed language, moral 
shorthand, or administrative overreach.

The question is not only whether the child is being cared for.

The question is whether she is being translated honestly enough to remain visible inside 
the words written about her.


