
 
Recovering our world – words matter – the Internal world and Close observation 

The social work/care world is full of urgent looking at ‘big’ things. Daily something 
happens or changes.  

The Care Review and the discussions about it are increasingly about the organisation, 
and funding, of services. For example, there is a forthcoming discussion of local, 
regional and national. This is important. 

NCERCC thinks it equally important that there is recognition of the ordinary everyday 
things.  

Decisions on the larger things need to be taken on the basis that they make the ordinary 
everyday, the best ordinary everyday, an informed everyday, happen by design and not 
default.  

Even when getting close we are still too far away. The Care Review follows many of us 
in previous decades in looking for services to have a focus on Relationships and Love. 

There’s little discussion on Attachment or Resilience or Secure Base or even a buzz 
word from then recent years, Stability. Isn’t the creation of environments that provide 
these our starting point for the development of policy? There are numerous recent 
examples of this not being the case, like the Ofsted Flexible Multi homes guidance, or 
the national minimum standards for previously unregulated settings involving the loss of 
the right to care.  

Words can be lost. Words matter.  

The words that are in our heads and that we use to describe the world matter. 

The words will find a way of finding their way into our world. If we do not recover them 
for use then circumstances will occur that will force us to remember. 

Tumbling out of the forgotten sphere comes ideas, concepts and practice that can easily 
become forgotten yet they are the very things that make it all happen. 

Here’s NCERCC with a reminder of two. We will recover more.  
 

The Internal World 

Broadly we can describe this as the organisation, structure, and functioning of the mind.  
A way of understanding it is as the psychology of personal experience developed over 
time. 

The internal world is created from the taking in of things in the external world.  It is a 
personal experience and interpretation, unique though there may be some shared 
experiences amongst groups or societies that when sufficiently generalised go to make 



cultures. Through the strength of an experience, or the connecting up of many, internal 
processes and structures are created. These provide the ways future experiences are 
related to and processed. An environment with responsive attuned relationships creates 
different structures than intermittent, absent, traumatic, rejecting or abusive 
relationships.  

The internal world persists changing gradually through further comparative experiences. 
The way the world is experienced can change according to experiences. The internal 
world provides anticipation, receptiveness or defensiveness, and analysis. A good 
experience may need to be repeated many times to overcome a negative anticipation or 
perception. To protect their good self or identity the child may create many defences, 
internally, that allow the child to remove themselves from the experience or relationship 
in their mind, or externally, behaviours that keep experiences or people away. This is 
why it is all important that children in care experience the persistence of reparative 
relationships.  

There is a link between physical events experienced and the psychology of the child. 
The internal world can change only of the external world changes. 

Knowing this we can see the communication by the child through their behaviour. The  
responses of the caregiver have meaning for the child  that are acted upon. There is a 
connection between behaviour here and now and memories and ideas, that may be 
readily accessible for the child, or may be unaccessable, perhaps deeply buried in the 
internal world.  

It is the task for the caregiver to closely observe the child. The caregiver can share their 
experience of the child noticing a behaviour links to an experience or event. Once 
something is noticed it is verbalised, and then both can work on it together for it to be  
understood. Feelings or emotions can be named and so over time can be recognised, 
defended against or controlled. Today this is given the title of ‘regulation of emotions’.  

The caregiver needs to be sensitive to the moment it is best to share their observation 
with the child to avoid them experiencing this as being shamed, persecuted or impinged 
upon that might elicit a reaction of anxiety, fear, shame, hate, anger, disgust, sadness, 
or despair. There is a moment when it might be better to be accepted than others. 
Sometimes it is better to wait.  

Often children who have had stressful traumatic experiences can feel confused or have 
competing thoughts of good/bad about what other people’s behaviour or actions. The 
capacity to ‘mentalise’ is compromised by the dysregulation of bodily and emotional 
states. 

Organising and regulating is initially the task of the caregiver, then shared, supported as 
the child has more understanding of successful experience of self-control. Gradually the 
internal world and objective external reality coincide, a shared reality where experiences 
and emotions are understood in similar ways. Once there is a continuing sense of self it 
can be adapted when in other environments or relationships. From a singular entity 
develops the ability to differentiate.  

The past of the child may not be reconstructed, but an understanding can be co-
constructed and given meaning in the here and now. There needs to be awareness of 
this responsibility by the care giver. The new understanding is a dual creation, shaped 



partly by the child, but also inevitably moulded by the caregivers patterns of thought, 
theory, and systems of ideas. A theory and practice of care are important to orient the 
caregiver in this task. In turn they also need a supervisor who is observing what is 
happening in both the child and the caregiver. 

Close Observation 

As can be seen above human relationships are always under observation. 

Here is very brief introduction to close observation.  

It is a heightened observation than usual.  

Close observation requires an appreciation of the internal world. 

It provides opportunities to discover and identify patterns of this child’s experience 
and interpretation of their world.  

It is an essential practice in residential child care. 

It requires 

• Free floating attention – scanning one’s mind when observing, being close 
enough to experience (and relate to) others, and far enough away to have 
space to reflect.  

• Not letting anything interfere with responding easily to the emotional demands 
of the child  

• Learning to watch, not jumping in, tolerating and appreciating how the child 
makes sense of their world  

• Being available for the ‘intense emotional impact’  
• Descriptive, detailed, closely attending to the fine detail of the child in every 

way – what they do, what they say or do, how they say or do it, how they play, 
how they stand, how it affects you (and sorting if this is your ‘stuff’ or the 
child’s emotional communication). Use every sense – what do you see, hear, 
smell, what is the characteristic of touch or speech? 

Observing does not mean not being involved. To observe you might need to be 
actively involved. You are a ‘participant observer’. 

It requires patience.  

It requires time for not knowing – tolerating your own uncertainty of what you are 
seeing/experiencing without any reaching after conclusion or solution or explanation. 
It can be discomforting and uncomfortable.  

Your response might not be verbal but by what you do differently. The child may 
notice this and ask why you are doing things differently. Then you can talk and 
explore.  

In searching backwards there is searching forwards.  

Make a hypothesis.  

Discuss it with your supervisor. 



 

 


