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The Early Years and Childcare Team who are based within Education and Children’s 
Services at East Lothian Council hosted another of their Conferences for early years 
and childcare practitioners and professionals.  The venue for this year’s conference was 
Queen Margaret University in Musselburgh, which provided us with a spacious lecture 
theatre which easily catered for the 150 delegates who attended.  Because of the space 
available this year, we were able to offer sponsored places for some of QMU’s 
students, for whom the subject was relevant, and also places were offered to sixth form 
students in our high schools. 
 
Again this year the emphasis is on Early Years and a wide range of research evidence 
from education, health, justice and economic experts confirms that what happens to a 
child in their earliest years says much about our society and is key to outcomes in adult 
life.  The Early Years Framework document produced jointly by COSLA and the 
Scottish Government and the more recent Pre-birth to Three – Positive Outcomes for 
Scotland’s Children and Families which is a National Guidance and Multimedia 
Resource, published by Scottish Government and Learning Teaching Scotland 
continues to keep Early Years at the forefront of local authority policy.  In view of these 
publications it made the topic of our conference even more timely and relevant. 
 
The Early Years Conference is held every second year and we are able to open up the 
places to a wider audience than just East Lothian childcare practitioners. The delegates 
this year included a range of representatives from childcare practitioners - childminders, 
playgroups, private nurseries, local authority nursery schools and classes; community 
development, health visitors, college tutors, policy makers, Care Commission (now 
SCSWIS) and various other statutory and voluntary organisations.  All were drawn to 
attend by the prospect of hearing the eminent speakers first hand. 

  



The event was facilitated by Susan Deacon who herself is very passionate about early 
years.  Since 2009, Susan has been an external adviser to ‘Support from the Start’, the 
Scottish Government’s test site in East and Midlothian to tackle health inequalities in 
the Early Years.  Her recent report Joining the Dots: A Better Start for Scotland’s 
Children, has received wide national interest and has sparked fresh debate on the 
importance of children’s early years.  A more detailed biography can be found at the 
end of this report along with the link to ‘Joining the Dots’ 
Susan set the scene for the day by first of all asking the delegates for a show of hands 
if they thought that the future for children and childcare was improving, before opening 
up a discussion with some of those who had not raised their hands.  After a healthy 
debate Susan handed over to Robin Balbernie for his presentation. 
 
This was Robin Balbernie’s second time as a speaker at one of our Early Years 
Conferences.  He was speaker at a previous conference in 2006.  This time he spoke 
on the Impact of Poverty on Infant Mental Health (very little if you’re securely attached).  
Robin went on to detail the effect that poverty and deprivation had not just in the UK, 
but across the world.  He covered such a lot in the 90 minutes that the only negative 
comments about his presentation were that delegates struggled to keep up with some 
of his statistics.  A copy of his PowerPoint presentation is now available on Edubuzz by 
following this link http://edubuzz.org/blogs/earlyyears/2011/03/25/early-years-
conference-are-we-securely-attached-17th-march-2011/  A more detailed copy of 
Robin’s biography is also available at the end of this report. 
 
Dr Suzanne Zeedyk then took centre stage and spoke about Infant Communication.  Dr. 
Zeedyk completed her PhD at Yale University, USA, in 1994.  She has been based at 
the University of Dundee since 1993, promoted to Senior Lecturer in 2002.  She 
introduced herself as “that woman that raised awareness of the implications of babies 
being placed in front facing buggies and losing eye contact and opportunities for 
communication with their parents”.  She explained how far she had got with the 
campaign and that several pram manufacturers were now taking note and listening to 
what she was saying.  Suzanne used several clips to illustrate parental communication 
with babies and how babies were able to interact even from 10 minutes old.  There 
were several aahh moments expressed by the delegates at the reaction of some of the 
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babies to the communication or lack of communication in some cases, and it certainly 
provided food for thought.  Suzanne’s presentation can also be viewed on Edubuzz site 
at http://edubuzz.org/blogs/earlyyears/2011  
A more detailed biography is also available at the end of this report. 
 
We received evaluation forms from 88 delegates and the overall responses were very 
positive with lots of enthusiastic comments.  We will take on board the couple of 
advisory comments such as writing paper in the packs and making it a longer day next 
time although it is not always easy for people to commit to a whole day out of their busy 
working lives. 
 
The general consensus was that everyone’s expectations for the day had been met – in 
some cases exceeded, and everyone had found the day useful.  One comment made 
highlighted that everything seemed directed around mums and dads did not get much 
of a mention, even though dad’s role was just as important.  The speakers did confirm 
and re-iterate at the question time the importance of the role of fathers in the early 
years. 
 

Robin Balbernie addresses the delegates 
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COMMENTS FROM EVALUATION FORMS 
 
Very inspirational, key speakers very motivating 

Interesting debate (Suzanne Zeedyk was outstanding) 

Suzanne Zeedyk was very informative and interesting.  I will be looking forward to more of her 

seminars in the future 

I found Suzanne very interesting and easy to listen to would recommend this to others 

Thank you for a great morning well done to everyone involved 

Was really interesting to hear psychology’s view on infant attachment and the importance of it.  

Lots of ideas given and understanding on the topic 

Suzanne Zeedyk was fantastic.  She left me inspired and positive.  Will definitely implement 

cuddle circle/time into my setting 

Great speakers, thought provoking, group discussions good 

Ask for mobile phones to be switched off 

I could have listened to Suzanne all day, would be interested to hear more 

Good to hear common sense enter the debate well done! Can really relate to the curriculum 

could have listened to both speakers all day 

I enjoyed Dr Zeedyk talk very much as I felt I could relate to her talk.  Both speakers very easy 

to listen to and roll on the next one! 

I will be more pro-active in encouraging comfortable seating in baby/toddler rooms to encourage 

cuddles – have research to back me up now! 

A fantastic day, well organised and very inspiring 

Could do with being longer, but most inspiring as always 

Great Day! 

Thought it would be like courses delivered by East Lothian Social Work, but this is far more 

superior, thoroughly enjoyed all of the ‘course’ 

All of this needs to be taken to high schools 



Both speakers were excellent – motivating and though provoking 

Very well presented 

Messages need to get to those with financial influence as well as workforce – same conference 

required in Midlothian! 

Same conference in Midlothian and to cabinet 

Fantastic day thank you 

Talks were great but needed more time for questions and raising profiles 

Excellent day speakers really knowledgeable 

I found Suzanne to be particularly inspiring – enjoyed her presentation very much – I will 
continue the cuddle debate 

Loved Suzanne Zeedyk, not only the content but her manner and method of delivery was great 

Suzanne Zeedyk presentation was brilliant 

Suzanne Zeedyk was excellent.  A refreshing, fun and extremely informative presentation.  More 
of the same 

Can you put Robin and Suzanne’s presentations on Edubuzz 

Both speakers were thought provoking and informative.  Keen to feedback to staff in Nursery 
and look at ways we can use information to further support parents / children 

Excellent 

Exceeded my expectations for the day 

Excellent Guest speakers, very inspiring 

An excellent conference –  Midlothian should book Suzanne Zeedyk for in-service, - 
inspirational 

Felt Robin’s talk was too fast to digest.  Trying to read PowerPoint and listed was difficult, 
therefore missed part of what was being said 

A couple of sheets of blank paper would have been appreciated 

Stimulating speaker 

Very thought provoking, glad I cuddle the children in our care 

As a midwife I am very interested in the Early Days/Early Years.  I wish there was more 
emphasis on the nurturing effect of breastfeeding.  It encourages bonding, as well as being 
nutritionally the best way of feeding your baby.  Breastfeeding is not just a way of feeding your 
baby; it is a relationship and a way of parenting. 

A whole day with more of Suzanne! 

Suzanne was uplifting and I felt quite tearful at the end of her presentation 

A full day next time please! An excellent effort 

Presenters were both excellent – highly motivational 



Great event. Very informative and inspiring! 

Could we have some plain paper in pack for notes? Full day would be good 

Fuller notes of talks would have been good. A full day would have allowed more discussion 

Discussions surrounding the importance of the Early Years should be frequent and local. 
Another similar conference/debate should be set looking at the barriers to raising the importance 
and availability of Early Years services in East Lothian. Other speakers should involve bodies 
that have influence and ‘teeth’ in changing the emphasis/funding of early years services, for 
example – the law makers, policy makers – solicitors, (party political) politicians 

Allow more time for question and answer discussions 

Suzanne Zeedyk was inspirational, Susan Deacon was a wonderful host and brought it all 
together well – Thank you 

Suzanne’s talk easy listening and practical sound discussion 

Suzanne gave us permission to do what we have always known in our hearts – to show our 
children we love them – HUG THEM 

Thank you – now need to think about how to take this forward in my job! Hugs! 

Reaffirmed the important role us community public health specialists have in putting into 
practice and the important role in education not only the individual family but community” We 
have to take small steps to make what can be a massive impact and it costs nothing but the 
‘value’ is immeasurable Thank you 

Excellent, inspiring presentations 

Some sort of abbreviated handout of the presentations would help with remembering the main 
points 

More of Suzanne Zeedyk please!!! 

The word parent should be taken out of the vocabulary as it defaults to mother, please use the 
word mom/dad carer 

It is always difficult to get a day off to attend events like this but it was well worth all the re-
organisation.  Feel highly motivated, hoping we can all make a real difference for the future. 
Please could we have more time next time 

Robin’s lecture very interesting but too much in too little time 

Very interesting and informative seminar – explained in laymen’s terms – refreshing.  Given me 
food for thought and to put some of my newfound knowledge into practice – Thank you 

  



Appendix 1 
 

   
Susan Deacon was born and brought up in Musselburgh and educated at Musselburgh Grammar 
School, Susan graduated with an MA (Hons) in Social Policy and Politics in 1987, and later an 
MBA, from the University of Edinburgh. Her early career was in local government – including 
several years with the former East Lothian District Council. She moved into management 
training and consultancy in 1994, before taking up post as MBA Director of Programmes with 
Edinburgh Business School at Heriot-Watt University, following which she worked as a self-
employed business consultant and developed several major national policy conferences. 
In 1999 Susan was elected to the Scottish Parliament as Labour MSP for Edinburgh East & 
Musselburgh. Appointed by Donald Dewar as Scotland’s first Minister for Health and 
Community Care, she led reforms in health policy, practice and legislation and significant 
changes in NHS governance. Susan stood down from the Scottish Parliament in 2007 and was 
subsequently appointed as Professor of Social Change with Queen Margaret University, a part-
time position she held for three years, combining it with a growing portfolio of roles spanning 
the private, public and third sectors. In 2010, Susan became an Honorary Professor with the 
School of Social and Political Science at the University of Edinburgh and was appointed ‘Early 
Years Champion’ by the Scottish Government, tasked with leading wide ranging dialogue and 
identifying action to improve children’s early years.  
Susan has served on a number of Boards and Advisory bodies including the RSA UK Drugs 
Commission; the Scottish Power UK Advisory Board; the Traverse Theatre Board and the 
Strategic Review of the National Trust for Scotland.  She is currently Chairman of Scottish 
Power Renewables Ltd, a Trustee of the Iberdrola Foundation, a Board Member of the Pfizer 
UK Foundation and Chair of the Hibernian Community Foundation.  
 
Since 2009, Susan has been an external adviser to ‘Support from the Start’, the Scottish 
Government’s test site in East and Midlothian to tackle health inequalities in the early years. Her 
recent report Joining the Dots: A Better Start for Scotland’s Children, has received wide national 
interest and has sparked fresh debate on the importance of children’s early years. The document 
can be accessed at http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/343337/0114216.pdf 
 
Contact Details 
Susan.Deacon@ed.ac.uk 
  

Susan Deacon  
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Dr. Suzanne Zeedyk completed her PhD at Yale University, USA, in 1994.  She has been based 
at the University of Dundee since 1993, promoted to Senior Lecturer in 2002.   
 
Her research programme focuses on the interaction of parents and infants, with the aim of 
revealing just how sophisticated infants' communication skills are, from the earliest moments of 
life.  The insights of this infant research are also being used to help develop more sensitive 
interactions with people who are classified as having communicative impairments, such as arise 
from autism, learning disabilities, and dementia.   
   
Suzanne frequently acts as adviser and speaker to bodies such as the Scottish Violence 
Reduction Unit (advising on the consequences of early parental care for later violent behaviour), 
the London Metropolitan Police (on implementation of empathy promotion for school children), 
Home Start (a national organisation that supports families by matching them with volunteers), 
Kids Taskforce (a national charity that teaches children how to be safe) and LIFE (a voluntary 
organisation that sends students to work with abandoned children in Romania).  She is currently 
working on a film, through funding from the British Psychological Society, that aims to help 
parents and others to recognise how much infants thrive when their world is rich in other 
people's attention.  
   
Her presentations aim to provide insights into the wealth of fascinating scientific evidence that 
has emerged in the last decade regarding the development of babies' brains and physiology.  This 
information helps us in thinking more creatively about the many challenges that society 
currently faces, including youth violence, early educational and parent support interventions, and 
social and healthcare input for families.  At their core, the findings from contemporary infant 
research are showing how crucial the earliest years of a child's life are for ensuring the best 
chance of an emotionally healthy adulthood, and, thus, just how valuable a parent's love is.  
 

Contact Details: 

Telephone: (+44)(1382) 384611 

Email: m.s.zeedyk@dundee.ac.uk  

Publications 
 
forth-coming Zeedyk, M. S. Not Just Aping: What Imitation Tells Us About Being Human.  

Book proposal under review. 
 
2008  Zeedyk, M. S. (Ed). Promoting Social Interaction for Individuals with Communicative 

Impairments: Making Contact. Jessica Kingsley Publishers. 

2000  Raitt, F. E., and Zeedyk, M. S. The Implicit Relation of Psychology and Law: Women 

and Syndrome Evidence. London: Routledge.  

Dr. Suzanne Zeedyk  

Postal Address: 

School of Psychology 

The University of Dundee  

Dundee 

DD1 4HN 
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Robin Balbernie is currently Consultant Child and Adolescent Psychotherapist in 
Gloucestershire CAMHS. For four days a week he works with the Children’s Centres in the 
county as clinical lead of the multidisciplinary team providing an Infant Mental Health Service, 
known locally as ‘Secure Start’. He is also involved in work with the Intensive Baby Care Unit 
at Gloucester Royal Hospital and has been running supervision groups for Health Visitors for 
over 20 years. He has a special interest in early interventions, originally arising from his work 
with adopted children, and is on the committee of the Association of Infant Mental Health (UK) 
and a member of the Young Minds’ Policy and Strategy Advisory Group.  Several years ago he 
was awarded a Winston Churchill Memorial Trust Travelling Fellowship to look at Infant 
Mental Health projects in America. He has published papers in many journals, including the 
Infant Mental Health Journal, the British Journal of Psychotherapy, Clinical Child Psychology 
and Psychiatry, Attachment & Human Development, Young Minds, Nursery World and the 
Journal of Child Psychotherapy. 
 
Address for correspondence: 
Secure Start, 
Hesters Way Children’s Centre, 
Dill Avenue, 
Cheltenham. 
GL51 0ES. 
01242 513936 
 
Email: robin.balbernie@glos.nhs.uk 
 
Publications 

• Balbernie, R (2001) ‘An infant mental health service - the importance of the early years and 

evidence-based practice’, The Child Psychotherapy Trust 

• Balbernie, R (2002) ‘An infant in context: Multiple risks and a relationship’, Infant Mental 

Health Journal, vol 23, issue 3, pp 329-341 

• Balbernie, R (2001) ‘Circuits and circumstances: the neurobiological consequences of early 
relationship experiences and how they shape later behaviour’, Journal of Child Psychotherapy, 
vol 27, no 3, pp  237-255 

 

Robin Balbernie 
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