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Abstract

The quantitative and qualitative changes taking place in the life of the child from birth till the onset of
adolescence is referred to as child development. As the child gain increases in height, weight or
experiences losses in any of these areas, the emotions of significant people around him/her is affected
positively if the developments are positive. When development is slow or delayed in the child, parents
and significant people around the child may also show negative emotions. A Child development is
fraught with several challenges as individuals are imparted differently by heredity and environment
differently. The availability of early years counseling services assist parents and caregivers in
understanding the dynamics of child development better when there is good rapport between caregivers,
parents and counselors. The child’s health and psycho- social relationships become positive and his /
her mental disposition is healthier. The paper discusses ways through which the child benefits from
counseling in early years.

Keywords: Child Development, Early Years, Counseling, Parents, Caregivers.

Introduction

Child development studies is the path through which psychology enriches human knowledge with
the details of the qualitative and quantitative changes taking place in the child from birth to the end
of the childhood ages. Child development describes the changes children experience as they grow
older. As children grow physically, they also develop in their knowledge, skills, and behavior
(Childcare, 2023). Child development involves the biological, psychological and emotional changes
that occur in human beings between birth and the conclusion of adolescence (Wikipedia, 2023).

As infants and children progress through a series of growth stages, they may encounter common and
rare physical and emotional challenges, which can be resolved through consultations with
counselors. When the issue of discussion in counseling is about a child or infants within the early
years age cohort, it is known as early years counseling or child therapy. Choi (2021) notes that
children reach developmental milestones in how they play, learn, speak, act and move at various
pace but, these milestones sometimes cause concern for parents of children that are not meeting up
with the benchmark along with their peers. Counseling in early years involves providing assistance
in interpreting changes in the child to parents and significant people around the child by a trained
counselor
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Counseling and the Peculiarities of the Early Years 0-6

Counselors do generally assert that, counseling services are beneficial and applicable to all human
situations irrespective of age, gender, religion, color and socio-economic status insisting that
counseling has an over ridding value in resolving challenges in life. Akinade (2006) belongs to the
class of counseling psychologists who share such opinion. He affirmed that all humans need one
form of counseling or the other to make meaningful adjustment in life. The Nature of Counseling
is described as an environmentally controlled objective helping discipline and profession that strives
to assist individuals called counselees to resolve their peculiar challenges, concerns, difficulties,

worries or doubts in diverse areas of their lives such as academic, career, and socio-personal matters,
(Akinade, 2005).

The primary goal of counseling is to resolve challenges in the life of the client through a series of
engagements between the counselor and the counselee in a non-threatening and non forceful but
persuasive form. Akinboye (2003) advanced that the counselor helps the counselee to improve his
well being, alleviate his distress, resolve cries and increase their ability to be creative, innovative and
make success focused decisions where they exist.

The uniqueness of the early years of development and the intricacies of reporting events about a
child is perhaps the major reason why counselors consider specialization in 'infant and early
childhood counseling' problematic. Counselors do prefer to work more with matured and self
referred clients who can freely talk about their challenges and are desirous of assistance (therapy).
Pastorino and Doyle-Portillo (2006) reported that:

Infants are hard to study. They sleep most of the time, and they can't talk. We can't remember
what it's like to be an infant.

It is important to note that counseling involves communication between the counselor and the client.
It is difficult to engage children in counseling dialogue to elicit desired information, yet, it has been
established that, engaging children at this level can be productive. Brain development is at its peak,
the child's brain is highly plastic, or changeable and very dense with neurons when compared to
adult's brain, therefore, any meaningful engagement with the growing child either verbal or
simulation has greave consequence for latter life development. Mahmud (20080 reported that,
children have great potentials learning in the early years as compared to adults. For instance, children
have easier time learning second language compared to adolescents and adults, whose brains are less
malleable. The cognitive development theory of Jean Piaget reveals that rapid brain development
occurs in the early years. Paiget conceives intelligence as developing through four stages, made up
of;

1. Sensor motor development

ii. Pre-operational development
iii. Concrete operational development
iv. Formal operation development

The first two stages fit into the description of the early years. At this level, babies change into
creatures who respond primarily through reflexes and random behavior into goal-oriented toddlers,
(Mahmud, 2008), as children develop, they are expected to accomplish age specific developmental
tasks/milestones. Developmental tasks are physical or cognitive skills that a person must accomplish
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during a particular period to proceed to the next level of development. An example is walking, which
precedes the development of autonomy in toddler period. In infancy, Mahmud (2008) listed some
tasks that must be accomplished before they can move to the next level of development. These are:

i. Learning new modes of locomotion
ii. Learning to talk solid foods
iii. Establishing day time toilet control
iv. Learning to communicate by gestures and words

v. Learning to relate emotionally to parents, siblings and other persona in the home environment.
In the same period, the child is expected to accomplish the following motor skills:

Table 1: Motor Milestones in Early Childhood

3months | 6months 1 year 18 2 years 3 years 4 years 5 years
months
Lift head | Reaches  Sitalone Pullsand Drinks Put on Runs, Rides a
and chest | for pushes froma shoe jumps, bicycle
when grasps objects straw hopsand with
lying on | object skips training
stomach wheel
Grasp Helps Crawls  Turns Tossesa  Dress Jumps Balances
rattle hold pagesina ball self with  over on one
bottle book help objects  foot
Wave Shakea  Pullself  Scribbles Opens Kicks Brushes  Cuts with
arms rattle up drawers teeth scissors
Kicks Sits with ~ Uses Stacks Feeds Hopson Catches, Jump
legs lictle fingerto few self with  one foot bounces  ropes
support  point blocks spoon and
throws a
ball
Rolls Grasps  Walks Bends Pedals Capable
over object over of
with without swimming
thumb falling and
and skating
index
finger
Runs Takes climbs Copies
stiffly backward simple
steps design

Source: Adopted from Pastorino Ellen & Doyle-portillo Susann (2006).

As individuals struggle to accomplish these tasks, the effects of the twin factors of heredity and
environment may support or delay the accomplishment of the tasks in various ways in the individual
child. Equally important is the proof of individual differences that are biological and environmental
which that determine period of commencement and exist in the accomplishment of the tasks. These
are beyond the capacities and manipulation of the growing child. Pastorino Ellen & Doyle-Portillo
Susann (2006) cautioned that children's achievement of these motor milestones is highly variable.
Genetic and environmental factors could be the main factor in classifying children as early and late
matures, fast and slow learners, as children present and manifest these developmental gains and
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defaults arising from conditions such as good nutrition some other result in paralysis, blindness,
down syndrome conditions that make children depend on life support for survival. These conditions
can be challenging and difficult for parents who are having their first issues to manage. Even in the
case of children in the class of the early matures and the gifted, managing such children can be tasking
to the ill-equipped parent.

Counseling Needs in the Early years

Counseling can be useful to children in the early years directly or indirectly if counselor/parent and
those who play significant roles in child care appreciate the role of counselors as educators and
information dissemination service providers. Family stability can be enhanced through counseling
and the effects rob on the heath and overall person of the child. A stable home is a spring point for
raising a whole child. Counselors can use the platform of their interaction with couples during pre
and post marital sessions to harp on the need for adequate communication among spouses. The
importance of adequate care and education in functional and professionally managed Early
Childhood Development (ECD) facilities can be stressed as part of parental responsibilities.

Essa (1999) reported that children who are enrolled early in ECD programs and complete the
program successfully have higher probability of completing other levels of education with ease.
Good nutrition is of essence in enhancing quality development in the early years. The United Nation
international emergency fund (UNCEF) recommends that, infants should be fed exclusively with
breast milk in the first six months and thereafter introduced to infant formula gradually. The
importance of breast milk in brain development and immunity has been supported by literature.
However, a good number of working class mothers still find the practice herculean. Counselors can
engage this class of parents through publications and in the course of providing employment
counseling to emphasize the importance of breast feeding to the child and mother. To underscore
the importance of breast-feeding program in year 2023, the 1-7* of August was celebrated as the
breast-feeding week with the theme: Let’s make breastfeeding work, work. The yearly event
commemorates the Innocenti Declaration signed in 1990 by government policymakers, WHO,
UNICEF and other organizations to protect, promote and support breastfeeding (Vikaspedia, 2023).

Obesity and malnutrition are two common deadly problems of children in this century, it is
reported that one out of five children in the U.S is overweight or obese, precisely, the prevalence of
obesity among children aged 2- 5 years was about 8.4% in 2011 - 2012 and this number is continuing
to rise. The figure in Nigeria is not available, Punch newspaper reported the outcome of a research
on the issue thus:

In all, 440 children, comprising 232 boys (52.7 per cent) and 208 girls (42.3 per cent) were studied.
Of these, 29 of the participants were overweight, while 39 of them (8.9 percent) were obese,
(Punchng, 2023).

Counselors can give periodic talks in nutrition and healthy living in enhancing life expectancy as
guests of children, parents and caregivers at school and home functions.

Developmental screening should be a regular practice in ECD facilities to report developmental gains
and losses of children against set milestones. Developmental screening in the practice of matching
the growth and development of the child against expected developmental milestone is not common
in homes and ECD centers, largely because parents and caregivers are not sufficiently knowledgeable
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about the practice and its concomitant gains. Developmental screening is important as it affords one
the opportunity to report developmental gains and defaults appropriately. Where their defaults
remediation is sought and easier as the child is still growing. Hence, cases of hearing, sight, limb,
smell and touch impairment are easily identifiable and referral sought if beyond the capacity of
parents, caregivers and the counselor. Counselors can teach caregivers how to use records to monitor
growth and development through the school counseling program. By making sound with objects,
the hearing capability of the child can be assessed, also by moving colorful objects for children to
follow with their eyes; their sight potentials can be assessed.

Counselors are trained to manage behavioral, emotional, social, and learning related challenges.
Counselors can collaborate with caregivers, parents and significant others around the child to offer
remediation to clients (children) experiencing difficulties in any of these areas. This can be done by
developing a working network of support to ECD centers and families of troubled children.

Conclusion

The United Nations' International Children Fund (UNICEF) reported that more than10.5 million
children of school going age are out of school in Nigeria, (Olaogun, Fowowe & Ashimolowo, 2014).
The number could be more as government at all levels seem lackadaisical in funding early childhood
education programs that could have serve as the links between the home and basic education.
Children in the early years can benefit more from Early Childhood Education through counseling
advocacies to government and policy makers through the efforts professional associations like
Counseling Association of Nigeria (CASSON), Association of Practising Counselors of Nigeria
(APROCON).

The importance and value of education in the early years has been acknowledged severally.
Researchers have concluded that good early childhood programs not only improve the lives of
children and families involved but also result in substantial economic benefits for society. Although
early intervention programs are expensive, their cost is more than recovered in subsequent years
through schooling success, decreased need for special education, lowered delinquency and arrest rates
and decreased welfare dependence (Essa, 1999).

Recommendations

Counselors need to develop specialization along age brackets in such a way that counseling in the
early years, receive significant contributions in counseling literature. Early childhood educators,
caregivers, helpers, parents and those in custody of children in the early years need to develop
network that will facilitate cordial relationships with counselors to resolve challenges of children in
the early years. Early childhood educators and counselors will significantly improve child upbringing
practices if knowledge sharing on cutting edge issues in the two disciplines and results of woks shared
over time as part of the counseling practicum. Counselors can train in ECD facilities along with
caregivers and helpers in resolving challenges children may experience in the early years.
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