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What Makes an Interaction “High Quality”? SCRIPT
“Welcome to Session 1 of our High-Quality Interactions: The Heart of Great Early Years Practice series.
Across the next six sessions, we're going to focus on something that sits at the centre of exceptional Early Years provision:
the interactions between adults and children.
In Early Years, it's very easy to focus on what we can see.
The resources.
The provision.
The activities.
The displays.
The environment.
All of those things matter.
But ultimately, one of the most powerful resources in any Early Years setting is the adult.
The way we respond to a child.
The way we listen.
The questions we ask.
The vocabulary we introduce.
The moments when we step in — and the moments when we deliberately hold back.
Today, we're starting by asking a very simple question:
What actually makes an interaction ‘high quality’?
And perhaps more importantly, how can we recognise those small everyday moments that have the potential to make a significant difference to children's language, confidence, thinking and learning?”

Slide 2 – Safeguarding Spark
“As always, we'll begin with our Safeguarding Spark.
Today's question is:
How do you keep children safe on school trips?
Take a moment to discuss this with somebody near you.
Think about what needs to happen before the trip as well as during it.
What would we need to consider when planning?
How do we ensure children are appropriately supervised?
How do we manage particular medical, SEND or safeguarding needs?
What procedures need to be in place if something unexpected happens?
And importantly, how confident are all adults attending the trip about their responsibilities?
School trips can offer wonderful experiences for children, but those experiences need to be supported by thoughtful planning and clear safeguarding procedures.”

Slide 3 – Safeguarding Spark: Answer
“The answer on the slide focuses on four important things:
thorough risk assessments, appropriate supervision, following safeguarding procedures and responding promptly to concerns.
The risk assessment helps us anticipate foreseeable risks and consider how they can be reduced.
Appropriate supervision means more than simply having enough adults present. Adults need to understand which children they are responsible for, where children should be, and what procedures to follow.
We also continue to follow all of our usual safeguarding expectations outside the school building.
If a child says something concerning on a trip, we don't wait until we're back at school before deciding whether it matters.
If something causes concern, we respond promptly and follow our agreed procedures.
The location may change.
Our safeguarding responsibility doesn't.”

Slide 4 – By the End of Today’s Session
“By the end of today's session, there are three things we want to achieve.
Firstly, to understand why adult interactions are such a significant influence on children's learning.
Secondly, to recognise some of the common features of high-quality interactions.
And thirdly, to begin reflecting honestly on our own everyday practice.
That final point is particularly important.
Today's session isn't about learning a script for talking to children.
High-quality interaction is far more responsive than that.
Instead, we're going to develop a clearer lens for noticing what we already do well and recognising moments where a small change might strengthen the interaction.
Perhaps we need to talk a little less.
Wait a little longer.
Ask a more open question.
Follow the child's idea rather than redirecting it.
Or resist the temptation to solve the problem for them.
We're looking for small, thoughtful refinements to ordinary moments.”

Slide 5 – The Journey
“This is the first session in our six-week journey.
Today we're exploring what makes an interaction high quality.
Next, we'll move into the art of questioning young children.
Session 3 looks at following children's interests.
Then we'll explore language that builds thinking.
Session 5 focuses on something that is sometimes much harder than intervening: knowing when not to intervene.
And finally, we'll reflect more broadly on adult practice.
There's a deliberate progression here.
We're starting with the foundations.
Then we'll gradually look more closely at some of the behaviours that make those interactions effective.
Throughout the whole series, one question will sit underneath everything:
Is what I'm doing helping this child think, communicate, explore and become more independent — or am I unintentionally taking over the learning?”

Slide 6 – Why This Matters
“This slide gives us perhaps the central message of today's session.
Research consistently tells us that the quality of adult-child interactions has a significant influence on children's learning.
The slide puts it very simply:
Beautiful classrooms don't create learning.
Expensive resources don't create learning.
People create learning.
Now, of course, a well-designed environment matters enormously in Early Years.
We want inviting provision.
Carefully selected resources.
Opportunities for exploration.
But the resource itself is only part of the story.
Think about a child building a tower.
The blocks are useful.
But then an adult notices what they're doing and says:
‘You've made that incredibly tall. I wonder what might happen if you add another one?’
The child pauses.
Predicts.
Tests.
The tower falls.
The adult responds:
‘What do you think made it wobble?’
Suddenly one very ordinary piece of provision has become a rich opportunity for vocabulary, prediction, problem-solving and reasoning.
That's the power of interaction.
Every conversation, smile, question and shared moment contributes to children's language, confidence and thinking.”

Slide 7 – What Does the Research Say?
“So what do strong Early Years settings tend to have in common?
The slide identifies several adult behaviours.
Adults notice children's interests.
They listen more than they talk.
They extend thinking.
They introduce new vocabulary naturally.
They encourage children to solve problems.
And they build warm, trusting relationships.
Notice how ordinary those things sound.
There isn't anything here requiring a complicated new programme.
These are everyday behaviours.
But their impact comes through consistency.
A child who regularly experiences an adult saying:
‘Tell me about that.’
‘What are you thinking?’
‘What could you try?’
begins to see themselves as somebody whose ideas matter.
A child who is always immediately told what to do experiences something quite different.
High-quality interaction doesn't usually arrive as one dramatic teaching moment.
It's built through hundreds of small exchanges across days, weeks and months.
Those everyday moments accumulate into powerful learning.”

Slide 8 – What Makes an Interaction High Quality?
“Let's make this more concrete.
The slide identifies six features of high-quality interactions.
They are warm and responsive, based on careful listening, rich in conversation, focused on extending thinking, responsive to children's interests and never rushed.
Let's start with warmth.
Children are much more likely to communicate, explore and take risks when they feel emotionally safe with the adult.
Then listening.
And this is perhaps harder than it sounds.
Are we actually listening to what the child is saying?
Or are we waiting for the gap where we can deliver the question or learning point we had in mind?
High-quality interactions are also conversational.
They're not adult question, child answer, adult question, child answer.
There's a genuine back-and-forth.
And they're responsive.
The child's interest influences where the conversation goes.
Perhaps most importantly, they aren't rushed.
Children need time to formulate ideas.
To find words.
To wonder.
To reconsider.
We want children to leave our interactions feeling:
‘I was listened to.’
‘I was valued.’
And:
‘I learned something.’
That's quite a powerful test of our interactions.”

Slide 9 – High Quality vs Lower Quality
“This slide asks us to compare some common adult behaviours.
On the lower-quality side, we see things like closed questions, giving answers quickly, directing play, talking most of the time and correcting immediately.
Again, none of those things is always wrong.
There will be times when a closed question is appropriate.
There will be times when we need to give an answer.
There will be moments when adult direction is necessary.
The issue is when these behaviours dominate.
Compare that with higher-quality interaction:
encouraging thinking, allowing children time, joining play thoughtfully, listening most of the time and guiding children to discover.
Imagine a child struggling to fit two pieces together.
One response is:
‘Turn that one around. It goes there.’
Problem solved.
Another is:
‘Hmm… that doesn't seem to fit yet. What could you try?’
Same moment.
Very different amount of thinking left with the child.
High-quality interaction often involves resisting our very natural adult instinct to make everything quicker and easier.
Sometimes our job is not to solve.
It's to support the child to discover.”

Slide 10 – Sustained Shared Thinking
“One phrase that appears repeatedly within Early Years research is Sustained Shared Thinking.
The slide describes this as a situation where an adult and child work together to solve a problem, clarify an idea, evaluate an experience or extend thinking.
I really like the distinction made here:
It isn't about teaching. It's about thinking with children.
The adult doesn't already have to know where the conversation is heading.
We might say:
‘What do you think might happen if…?’
‘I wonder why…’
or:
‘How could we find out?’
Notice the language.
We're positioning ourselves alongside the child.
We're curious too.
Imagine children discover a large puddle outside.
Instead of immediately explaining where the water came from, we might wonder together.
‘This wasn't here yesterday. Where do you think all this water came from?’
One child suggests rain.
Another notices water dripping from somewhere.
Someone else remembers the hose was used yesterday.
Now we're investigating together.
That's sustained shared thinking.
Adult and child contributing ideas and developing understanding together.”

Slide 11 – Everyday Opportunities
“One of the most reassuring messages in this session is that high-quality interactions happen everywhere.
Snack time.
Outdoor play.
Story time.
Water play.
Construction.
Tidying up.
Getting dressed to go outside.
Lunch.
In Early Years, we can sometimes place a lot of attention on the planned adult-led activity.
But the curriculum doesn't switch off between activities.
Think about getting ready to go outdoors.
There's language.
Sequencing.
Problem-solving.
Independence.
Conversation about weather.
Perhaps a child can't get their zip started.
Do we immediately do it for them?
Or could that become a small moment of perseverance and problem-solving?
Snack time might create opportunities for counting, comparison, vocabulary and social communication.
Tidying up might involve classification.
Water play might lead to prediction and investigation.
Learning doesn't only happen during planned activities.
As the slide says:
The curriculum is woven through every conversation.
That means every adult in the setting has countless opportunities to strengthen learning throughout the day.”

Slide 12 – Reflection Activity: Interaction Audit
“Now we're going to begin reflecting on our own practice.
In pairs, discuss three questions.
Which interactions happen most often in our setting?
Perhaps there's lots of conversation during provision.
Perhaps adults naturally interact more at particular points of the day.
Then ask:
When do we genuinely extend children's thinking?
Can you think of a recent example where a child's original idea became richer because of the interaction?
And finally:
Where might we accidentally dominate conversations?
That's probably the hardest question.
We may be excellent at asking questions — but perhaps too many.
We may be enthusiastic about introducing vocabulary — but perhaps sometimes talk over the child's thinking.
After this discussion, the activity asks you to spend ten minutes observing another adult.
Look specifically for examples of excellent interactions, moments where questioning could perhaps be improved, and examples of sustained shared thinking.
The purpose is not to judge the adult.
It's to sharpen our own ability to notice interaction quality.
Then share one takeaway with your team.”

Slide 13 – Reflection Challenge
“This week's challenge is deliberately very simple.
Choose one child each day.
Spend five uninterrupted minutes following their interests.
And here is perhaps the most important part:
Your goal is not to teach.
Your goal is to:
listen, wonder, extend and encourage thinking.
That may sound easy.
But notice what happens when you deliberately remove the pressure to deliver an outcome.
You may start noticing more.
Perhaps the child tells you far more because you're not immediately directing the conversation.
Perhaps their play goes somewhere you hadn't anticipated.
Perhaps you hear vocabulary or understanding you hadn't previously noticed.
Perhaps the interaction becomes quieter and slower.
At the end of the week, ask yourself:
What changed when I slowed down and truly listened?
That's the reflection.
Not:
‘What did I teach the child?’
But:
‘What did I discover about the child when I gave them more space?’”

Slide 14 – Closing Thoughts
“I'd like to finish today's main session with the message on this slide.
Children rarely remember every activity we planned.
But they remember relationships.
They remember being listened to.
They remember the adult who smiled when they approached.
The person who showed genuine interest in the tower they'd built for the tenth time that morning.
The adult who waited while they searched for the word.
The adult who treated their idea as something worth exploring.
Exceptional Early Years practice isn't built simply through displays or resources.
It's built:
conversation by conversation.
Interaction by interaction.
Relationship by relationship.
That's also why high-quality interactions are so powerful.
Improving them doesn't affect one curriculum area.
It potentially strengthens everything.
Language.
Thinking.
Confidence.
Relationships.
Self-regulation.
Curiosity.
Independence.
When we improve our interactions, we improve children's opportunities to learn.
So our small tweak this week isn't about doing more.
It's about being slightly more intentional within the interactions we're already having.”

Slide 15 – Research Links
“Today's session draws on several useful sources that you may wish to explore further.
The Education Endowment Foundation's work around Preparing for Literacy and Communication and Language Approaches helps us think about the role spoken language and adult interaction play within children's development.
The session also links to Julie Fisher's work, including Interacting or Interfering? and Starting from the Child, both of which connect closely with the themes we've explored today: following children's thinking, becoming more conscious of adult intervention and considering whether our interactions extend learning or unintentionally interrupt it.
And finally, the EYFS Statutory Framework provides the wider context in which communication, relationships and responsive adult practice sit.
But the practical takeaway from all of today's thinking is very simple:
High-quality interaction isn't another thing to fit into the Early Years day.
It is the Early Years day.
It happens while children play.
While they eat.
While they dress.
While they explore.
While they struggle.
While they tell us something that seems tiny but matters enormously to them.
So as you move through this week, keep asking yourself:
Am I interacting — or am I interfering?
Am I listening — or waiting to talk?
And:
Did this interaction leave more of the thinking with the child?
Because exceptional practice is often found not in the biggest planned moments, but in the quality of the small ones we repeat every single day.”
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SMALL STEPS, STRONGER PRACTICE!




