
Parenting Capacity Does Not Develop in the 
Abstract
A Speaking Charlotte’s Language note on relationship, 
opportunity, and assessment conditions

Parenting capacity does not develop in the abstract.

It develops in relation.

It develops through repeated contact, real interaction, modelling, feedback, repair, co-regulation, 
supported risk, changing confidence, adult learning, child response, and enough opportunity for 
both parent and child to become more readable to each other.

This matters because parenting is sometimes assessed as if it were a fixed quality inside the adult.

But parenting is not only an internal trait.

It is a developing relational capacity.

A parent does not learn a child only by being told about the child.
A child does not learn a parent only through professional summary.
Relationship does not develop only through intention, history, biology, affection, or assessment 
language.

It develops through lived exchange.

The child signals.
The adult responds.
The child reacts.
The adult learns.
The adult sometimes gets it wrong.
The child shows the cost.
The adult is supported to notice, adapt, repair, and try again.

That is not a soft argument.

It is a developmental one.

The assessment problem

Where contact is reduced, disrupted, highly controlled, irregular, heavily observed, emotionally 
pressured, or stopped, the record must be careful before concluding that parenting capacity has not 
developed.

The question is not only:

Has the parent demonstrated sufficient capacity?

The question must also be:



What conditions existed for that capacity to be practised, supported, observed, 
corrected, and reassessed?

If the answer is unclear, the assessment may be missing part of its own foundation.

This does not mean that concern should be ignored.

It does not mean that contact should continue in unsafe conditions.

It does not mean that love proves capacity.

It does not mean that a parent’s wish to parent is enough.

But it does mean that serious conclusions about parenting capacity should not be made without 
attention to the developmental conditions in which that capacity was expected to appear.

Parent and child co-develop

Very young children and parents co-develop in relationship.

They also co-regulate.

The child’s signals shape the parent’s learning.
The parent’s responses shape the child’s signals.
The adult becomes more accurate through repeated exposure to the child’s rhythms, cues, needs, 
tolerances, fears, preferences, and ways of recovering.
The child becomes more secure through repeated experience of being noticed, answered, held, 
understood, and repaired with.

This is why a record must be careful when it treats a lack of demonstrated parenting capacity as if it 
belongs only to the adult.

Sometimes it may.

But sometimes the assessment has to ask whether the relational field itself has been too restricted, 
inconsistent, pressured, or thin for development to be properly observed.

A parent cannot demonstrate attunement to a child they are rarely allowed to attune to.

A child cannot show the full shape of a relationship that has not been given enough safe and 
supported opportunity to develop.

A professional cannot fairly assess relational development without considering the conditions under 
which that relationship was allowed to exist.

Development, joy, and agency must be part of the record

Parenting capacity should not be assessed only through difficulty, concern, correction, and failure to 
meet professional expectation.

A child’s development is also visible through joy.

It is visible through gaze, recognition, curiosity, play, imitation, showing off, shared laughter, 
reaching, returning, initiating, exploring, testing, learning, and bringing others into relation.

These are not decorative details.



They are developmental evidence.

A child who looks towards a parent with delight is signalling something.

A child who brings a toy, repeats a learned action, seeks a response, or shows what they can do is 
exercising agency.

A child who interacts with a parent in a group setting, and through that interaction begins 
connecting with other children or adults, is not simply “having contact.”

They are participating in a living social field.

If records only capture whether the parent needed prompting, whether the child became upset, 
whether the session followed the plan, or whether professionals remained concerned, then the 
record may miss the child’s actual becoming.

A child is not only a site of risk.

A child is a developing person.

That means the record should ask:

• What did the child enjoy?

• What did the child initiate?

• What did the child show the adult?

• What did the child seem proud of learning?

• What drew the child’s attention?

• Who did the child look towards for recognition?

• How did the adult respond to the child’s joy, curiosity, or initiative?

• Did the adult help the child connect with others?

• Was the child’s play expanded, shared, named, protected, or interrupted?

• Were positive relational signals recorded with the same seriousness as concerns?

This matters because positive child signal can be recorded and still not allowed to matter.

A report may mention that a child smiled, played, recognised, reached, laughed, engaged, or showed 
enjoyment, but then give those observations little weight against professional concern.

In that situation, the issue is not only omission.

The issue is weighting.

A record can become unfair not only by leaving out positive evidence, but by treating positive 
evidence as emotionally nice but professionally weak.

Humanised precision requires better than that.

Joy should not be romanticised.
Agency should not be exaggerated.
A smile should not be made to prove safety.



A moment of delight should not erase concern.
A positive interaction should not be stretched beyond what it can show.

But neither should joy be treated as irrelevant because it is not a risk word.

The child’s positive signal belongs in the assessment field.

If a child shows recognition, pleasure, confidence, initiative, pride, social interest, or shared play 
with a parent, the record should describe it clearly and weigh it honestly.

Not as sentiment.

As development.

A child’s gaze can matter.
A child’s showing-off can matter.
A child’s wish to bring adults and children into shared play can matter.
A child’s delight in being seen can matter.

The question is not whether these moments prove everything.

The question is whether the record has allowed them to count at all.

Where parenting capacity is being assessed, the child’s joy, agency, and development should be part 
of the evidence. Otherwise the record may become organised around deficit while the child’s living 
relationship, learning, and becoming disappear into the background.

A child-centred record should not only ask:

What went wrong?

It should also ask:

What came alive?

Assessment conditions can change the behaviour being 
assessed

There is also a practical difficulty in supervised or highly observed contact.

If a parent is trying to read a child’s cues while another adult is looking over their shoulder, 
directing, correcting, warning, advising, prompting, or evaluating them, the parent may no longer be 
reading only the child.

They may also be reading the supervisor.

That matters.

A parent who is being closely watched may become less natural, less confident, less responsive, 
more hesitant, more self-conscious, more compliant, or more anxious about doing the “right” thing 
in front of the professional.

The child may also respond differently under those conditions.

The relationship being assessed is not simply parent and child.



It is parent, child, supervisor, room, rules, prior concerns, emotional pressure, professional 
expectation, and the parent’s fear of what will later be written down.

That does not make supervised contact useless.

Supervision may be necessary. Prompting may be appropriate. Safety may require observation. 
Professional guidance may protect the child.

But the record should recognise that the assessment conditions are part of the evidence.

A parent’s capacity to read cues may be affected if they are simultaneously trying to read the 
professional adult supervising them.

A child’s response may be affected if the setting is unfamiliar, pressured, inconsistent, or shaped by 
adult tension.

A contact assessment should therefore ask not only:

How did the parent respond to the child?

but also:

Under what conditions was the parent expected to respond?

Different supervisors, different contact fields

Where different supervisors bring different expectations, styles, advice, thresholds, or preferences, 
each contact session may become a different assessment field.

One worker may advise the parent to pick the child up quickly.

Another may advise waiting.

One may value calm, quiet interaction.

Another may value active play.

One may prompt often.

Another may stand back.

One may read directness as confidence.

Another may read the same directness as pressure.

One may interpret the parent’s question as engagement.

Another may interpret it as resistance.

If these differences are not clearly recorded, the parent can later appear inconsistent when the 
conditions around them were inconsistent.

The record should distinguish:

• agreed contact plan from individual worker preference;

• safety instruction from style advice;

• developmental guidance from personal opinion;



• parent response to the child from parent response to the supervisor;

• direct observation from later interpretation;

• repeated concern from inconsistent professional expectation.

This is not about blaming supervisors.

It is about making the assessment field visible.

If different adults create different conditions, then the record should not pretend that each session 
tested the same thing.

Learning, courses, and parental understanding

Structured parenting courses can be useful.

They can offer shared language, practical models, and a way to think about child development, 
emotional containment, repair, and adult response.

But a course should not be treated as proof that a parent had no understanding before the course 
began.

Before requiring, recommending, or assessing completion of a parenting course, the parent’s 
existing understanding should be considered.

What do they already understand?
What do they notice naturally?
What language do they use?
Can they read the child without using professional vocabulary?
Do they learn better independently, through discussion, through modelling, through practice, or 
through written material?
Is the pace appropriate?
Is the course being used as support, or as a compliance test?

A parent may feel patronised if they are required to move very slowly through material they could 
understand more quickly on their own.

Another parent may need that slower pace and benefit from it.

The point is not that courses are good or bad.

The point is that support should be matched to the person’s actual understanding, capacity, learning 
style, and situation.

A parent should not be treated as lacking capacity simply because they do not already speak in 
professional child-development language.

Most parents are not formally trained in child development. Most do not have social-work 
vocabulary, attachment-theory language, report-writing confidence, or academic qualifications in 
childcare.

That does not make them less worthy of being a parent.

The assessment question should not be:



Does this parent speak like a trained professional?

The question should be:

Can this parent notice the child, respond safely, learn from feedback, repair when 
needed, and develop the relationship under realistic conditions?

Professional language can help.

Courses can help.

Modelling can help.

Feedback can help.

But none of those should become a way of confusing institutional fluency with parental worth.

The danger of abstract capacity language

Phrases such as:

• parenting capacity has not improved;

• no progress has been made;

• the parent lacks insight;

• the relationship has not developed;

• the child gains little from contact;

• contact is not meaningful;

• the parent has had ample opportunity;

• the parent did not accept advice;

• the parent required prompting;

may carry more certainty than the evidence beneath them can safely hold.

They may be accurate.

But if they are used, the record should show the ground.

What capacity was expected?
Who defined it?
What support was offered?
What modelling was provided?
What feedback was given?
What opportunities existed?
Were those opportunities realistic?
Were barriers identified?
Was the parent told clearly what needed to change?
Was change later reassessed?
Was the child observed in enough settings?
Were positive signs recorded and weighed?



Were difficulties understood in sequence?
Was the conclusion based on current evidence or historic concern?
Was the parent responding to the child, to the supervisor, or to both?
Was the advice consistent across sessions?
Was the support matched to the parent’s actual understanding?

Without those questions, parenting capacity can become an abstract verdict.

Humanised precision

Humanised precision does not make parenting concerns softer.

It makes them more exact.

A careful record can still say:

Current evidence has not demonstrated sufficient change in parenting capacity.

But it should also be able to say:

The record identifies what change was expected, what support was offered, what 
opportunities were provided to practise and demonstrate change, what assessment 
conditions were present, what prompting or guidance was given, what positive 
developmental and relational signals were observed, what was observed directly, what 
remained concerning, what changed but was not considered sufficient, and how the 
conclusion was reached.

That is not lowering the standard.

It is making the standard visible.

The practical duty

If a parent is assessed through supervised contact, courses, advice, prompts, and professional 
observation, the record must describe the conditions under which the parent was expected to show 
capacity.

That includes:

• the level of supervision;

• the amount and type of prompting;

• whether advice was consistent;

• whether the parent understood the advice;

• whether the advice was about safety or preference;

• how the child responded;

• what the child enjoyed, initiated, showed, or returned to;

• whether positive relational signals were recorded and weighed;

• whether the parent was able to use feedback;



• whether the parent’s existing understanding was assessed;

• whether the course or support matched the parent’s learning needs;

• whether the assessment field itself created pressure that affected behaviour;

• whether the parent had meaningful opportunity to practise, repair, and be reassessed.

This is not lowering expectations.

It is making the expectations honest.

Parenting capacity does not develop in the abstract.

It also does not show itself clearly inside a field that has not been properly described.

The core duty

If a system assesses parenting capacity, it must also assess the conditions under which parenting 
capacity was expected to develop.

Otherwise, the record may confuse absence of evidence with evidence of absence.

It may treat a restricted relationship as proof of relational failure.

It may interpret a lack of development without asking whether development was given the 
conditions to occur.

It may treat professional fluency as evidence of capacity, and lack of professional fluency as 
evidence of deficiency.

It may confuse performance under observation with parenting in relationship.

It may organise the record around risk and deficit while leaving the child’s joy, agency, learning, 
and relational delight as background detail.

The duty is not to assume capacity.

The duty is to assess capacity honestly.

Parenting capacity does not develop in the abstract.

It develops, if it develops, in a living field between parent, child, support, time, safety, feedback, 
repair, joy, agency, and real opportunity.

If the field is narrowed, the assessment must say so.

If the opportunity was limited, the record must say so.

If advice was inconsistent, the record must say so.

If supervision changed the field, the record must say so.

If the parent’s understanding was not assessed before support was prescribed, the record must say 
so.

If the child’s positive signals were observed, the record must weigh them honestly.

If the child’s signals were positive, mixed, distressed, uncertain, or difficult to interpret, the record 
must say so.



If serious concern remains, the record must say so.

But it must not pretend that parenting develops outside conditions.

Some children are turned into record language before they can answer back.

Some parents are turned into capacity conclusions before the developmental field has been properly 
described.

Speaking Charlotte’s Language exists to slow that process down.
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