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Care moments including nappy changes,
toileting, meal times, dressing, sleep and rest are
a significant part of the day in infant and toddler
spaces in early childhood education and care
(ECEC) settings. It 1s estimated that eighty
percent of the day for infants and toddlers and
their educators and teachers in ECEC settings
are based around these types of care and
transition moments (Bussey & Richardson, 2020;

Fewster, 2010).

In this article we argue that care can
be understood as a vital part of infant
and toddler pedagogy and curriculum
(Bussey, 2019; Bussey & Hill, 2017,
Gonzalez-Mena &  Widmeyer-Eyer,
2009; Rockel, 2009). However, it
depends on how care moments are
undertaken that makes the difference,
with  respectful engagement or
as times to move through swiftly
(Bussey, 2019). This article shares the
transformation of two early childhood
teachers’ practice in Sydney, Australia
over a period of four years, and their
shift towards respectful attuned
attachment relationships.

Care moments can provide repeated
opportunities for connection, learning
about bodies, language and commu-
nication and how the world around
children works. Or they can be
understood and enacted as routine
chores to quickly move through and be
completed (Elliot, 2007), disconnect-
ing from the child being cared for. The
inattention of educators or teachers
may only be a short moment in time,
however, if this process is repeated
many times throughout the day
(Fewster, 2010; Bussey & Richardson,
2020) in an ECEC setting, it is likely to
leave lasting imprints on children’s
emotional worlds (Szanto-Feder, 2020).
These experiences facilitate the child’s
building of understanding of how one
can be touched by, and connected
with another.

This article shares the transformation
over a period of four years for two early
childhood teachers in Sydney, Australia.
Through narrative voice we share their
investigation and work on pedagogical
practices related to care and attachment
relationships. Bronwyn has over 26
years’ experience and Shaila, over 20
years’ experience of working in ECEC
settings. They now work in the same
ECEC setting in Sydney’s inner-west.
Through their narrative voice, we



explore the progressive shift in Bronwyn
and Shaila’s practice over time while
working with infants and toddlers,
learning how this occurred with support
from managers and mentors. We follow
their story from previously working
in ECEC settings where care moments
were understood as times to swiftly
move through in order to get on to the
‘real learning’, and their transition to
other ECECsettings, where newideas of
conceptualising care were introduced
to them. Their narrative ends with
exploration of the pedagogical
commitment to care and attachment
relationships in their current ECEC
setting where they have further refined
their own skill and competence in
understanding and enacting care and
relationships. Bronwyn and Shaila work
in different rooms supporting other
colleagues while teaching and learning
with children. They work in collabora-
tive ways with colleagues by not only
collectively focusing on building and
maintaining attachment relationships,
but examining and working on the
type of attachment relationships that
are deepened and fuelled by attuned
care moments.

The type of repeated, respectful care
momentsand connectionsthat Bronwyn
and Shaila depict throughout this article,
we understand to be a particular type
of relationship, hereby described as
respectful attuned attachment relation-
ships. Respectful attuned attachment
relationships can be taken to mean the
type of planned, intentional attachment
relationships in ECEC settings where
educators and teachers facilitate, build
and maintain attachment relationships
through respectful care moments that
encourage participation, connection
and learning between the educator or
teacher and child.

Working towards these types of care
moments and attachment relation-
ships takes time. While it is common
to focus on the work done now with
young children that has advanced over
time through professional learning and
development, it is also important to
critically reflect on our own sociohis-
torical context, to understand and
clarify where we have come from in
order to recognise our own pedagogical
development and practice change. It is
critical to do so, as the small shifts and
turns we make in our work as infant and
toddler educators, teachers and leaders
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make a difference. Critical reflections
that infant and toddler teams engage in
can lead to a consensus towards refining
practice and collectively developing
agreements towards creating sensitive
changes that lead to subtle nuances
in care moments. Continually working
on pedagogy related to care can help
bring teams closer to participatory
care moments that more actively
involve children.

Before the
transformation

Allofthe progressive workeducatorsand
teachers have undertaken contributes
to the processes we have engaged in
in order to move towards the transfor-
mation of our own pedagogy. We can
enact new information we learn as we
advance our practice by trying different
ways of working with children. Shaila
shares the first steps in her process of
development over time:

In the past | always thought | was
very knowledgeable in what I did in
an infant’s room, following ‘best’
practices. | would have the day all
planned with scheduled times for
the child’s routine to ensure we
would get through the day. We had
20 children, with a nappy room en-
closed by glass, providing educators
a clear view of the nappy change
room. The educator ‘on nappies’
brought four children each time
into the nappy room, prompting
them to sit while changing all four
within 8-10 minutes, then placing
them anywhere on the ground to
be able to get the next group of
children in the room. Children were
changed every two hours, and on
reflection, we treated children like
objects. At the time we thought

we were providing excellent care,
relying on a clock to tell us it was
time to meet a child’s physical
needs. It took a long time to under-
stand the effects | was having on
children. I could see that we were
really working like robots, rushing
each child, working with the clock

- especially when it came to each
child’s nappy change time. This was
a real eye opener. Were we really
respecting our children? Was it a

pleasurable, calming experience for
each child?

The attitude that Shaila describes
towards care moments as something
to get through, rushing children to
follow the clock and get through the
day are common, and long-estab-
lished, sedimented practices in ECEC
settings in Australia. “Such sedimented
forms of practice eventually cease to
be consciously examined and become
practices that are best described as
“‘how we do things around here’”
(Nuttall et al.,, 2018, p. 84-85). As
Fewster (2010) notes, care moments
and transition times are commonly
recognised as “taken for granted’
components of the day” in Australian
ECEC settings “that are rarely challenged
or studied... and typically adult-di-
rected” (p. 42). Shaila reflects back on
this sedimented practice (Engestrém,
1993) asking questions about children’s
experiences. Shaila’s current knowledge
about nappy changes as opportunities
to connect with children to support
and facilitate autonomy for children
through affective relationships between
teachers and children is illustrated
through the questions she asked of her
previous practice. Rather than seeing
nappy changes as times to quickly get
through, McCaleb (2014) describes
nappy changes as “an opportunity for
unhurried, relational strengthening
(with poo-be-gone benefits)” (para. 10).

Choosing to move into new
opportunities

As they progressed on in their careers
Bronwyn and Shaila moved to work in
ECEC settings that were newly opened
in Sydney. At the time leaders creating
these ECEC settings focused specifically
on educators and teachers working with
children and families in attachment
relationships. This focus and experience
had a significantimpact on Bronwyn and
Shaila in their work with young children.
The support of management and some
mentors, including Dr. Katherine Bussey
and later Elena Marouchos helped
educators and teachers to fundamen-
tally rethink their work with very young
children, as Bronwyn explains:

Four years ago | had a professional
life changing experience, and | be-
gan to look at my ways of working
in a different light. | was fortunate
to work with some inspiring man-
agers and mentors that shifted my
way of thinking. | was introduced
to Magda Gerber’s Educaring®



Approach and the Pikler Approach®
and this made me really reflect on
the practices | previously thought

1 was on point with. I reflected

on my interactions with infants,
considering the child’s perspective

what did my teaching, moments

of time and relationships look like
from the child’s perspective?

Through resources provided to these
ECEC settings such as professional
learning workshops, readings, videos
and discussion, Bronwyn and colleagues
were supported to reflect deeply on
their work with infants and toddlers and
make some considerable changes in
their practice. Shaila also experienced
similar resources while working at
another newly opened ECEC setting
and engaged in as many new learning
opportunities as possible.

The transformational nature
of mentoring

Attending a professional learning
workshop with Katherine as a mentor
had supported Bronwyn to integrate
new ideas and processes in her
everyday practice with childrentowards
adopting respectful attuned attachment
relationships, Bronwyn was apprehen-
sive about the additional process of
being observed in her practice while
working with infants. This observing and
mentoring experience was provided to
a few ECEC settings in Sydney at the
time as Bronwyn illustrates:

I met Katherine Bussey who was
to become a mentor of mine and
she introduced me to the concept
of care as curriculum. Katherine
was going to come and observe
our practices. | knew that Kath-
erine was coming into our space
wearing a lens of support and
guidance, that she would suspend
her judgement, but it was still a
daunting experience. | wondered
“What does she expect from me?
What will she think of my prac-
tices?” I didn’t want to let her
down. On the day, if Katherine was
sitting outside, | made sure | was

inside. I laugh about this today, as at
the end of the day through her
sensitive observation she saw all. It
was literally at the end of the day
when she invited me to sit with her and
reflect on our work and about her
observations. Once again, | was feeling
very nervous, however | was also
prepared to lean in, listen and to feel
uncomfortable about what | may hear
about my own practices. Past
experiences taught me that when | feel
uncomfortable, | am open to learning
the most. So I leant in.

The process of observation and
meeting with educators that Bronwyn
shared was a planned and intentional
mentoring tool to help support
educators and teachers at ECEC settings
that were open to embracing respectful
attuned attachment relationships. In
order to prepare ECEC settings for her
visit, Katherine ensured she had sent
throughinformation about her role as an
observer, providing information about
how she would be quietly observing
and writing notes in a notebook while
being in rooms and outdoor spaces.
Later, management supported an
opportunity for some educators and
teachers to individually meet with
Katherine one-on-one in a meeting
room in order for them to collabo-
ratively unpack some of their work
together, engaging in shared, critical
reflection. However, the experience
of being observed by someone else is
often unnerving, and while the role
of the mentor is not to judge, the fear
of judgement is often apparent for
educators and teachers, something
taken into account and sensitively
discussed at the beginning of their time
meeting together.

Through one-on-one discussion, and
clarification that the role of the mentor
was to facilitate reflective discussions
after respectfully observing practice,
Bronwyn felt supported to ‘lean’ into
her discomfort, and shift practices
together with her colleagues to plan
intentionally for relationships and
care moments.

Collective team commitment
to attuned care moments

This discussion and ongoing
commitment to changing practice
provided opportunities for the team
Bronwyn worked with to work towards
closer attunement between child and
educator or teacher and an additional
commitment between colleagues to
hold space for and focus on attuned
care moments. Bronwyn explains the
process of the collaborative work she
and the team worked on:

For months following her visit, our
practices changed dramatically. The way
in which our program was designed
changed to reflect our new
understanding. We started intentionally
planning for rela-tionships and care
routines in our program. We learned
about the importance of being fully
present with infants during their care
moments. We no longer interrupted
each other during care moments to
pass on a message. We physically
slowed down in care moments and
invited more active participation from
infants when engaging in caregiving.
Relationships and care moments
became a central part of our program,
rather than being a large part of our
day that we had to get through.

Through this focus of collaboratively
changing practices as a team, Bronwyn
started to notice changes in children’s
behaviour and she started to notice
more nuances in children’s cues:

By consistently practicing being ful-ly
present with children, we noticed a
distinct change in their behaviour. |
remember a new child that started at
10 months where | was his pri-mary
educator. We connected and built our
relationship through care moments.
Bottle feedings meant so much more
than satisfying his phys-ical need for
hunger. During bottle feeds he learnt to
trust me and I learnt so much about
him, for ex-ample, if | hadn’t heated his
bottle

“... the experience of being observed by someone else is often unnerving,

and while the role of the mentor is not to judge, the fear of judgement is

often apparent for educators and teachers...”



enough, he scrunched up his nose.
Over time, | learnt cues where he
asked, “Can | hold my bottle now?”
This was my cue to hand a little more
autonomy back to him. I held him
close, but let him grasp that bottle a
bit tighter and | loosened my grasp.
Without me being fully physically and
emotionally present during his care
routines, | am not sure if he would
have become such an independent
explorer.

Photo 1: Our meaitimes are moments where
we invite toddlers to actively participate in
their own care activities. As they grow and
develop children are keen to learn how to use
new tools, working through challenges when
they manipulate serving utensils.

Photo 2: As teachers and educators, we pay
close attention to the child and intentionally
position our hand gently on the table nearby.

Photo 3: Our body language and attention lets
children know that we trust in their abilities,
respect their sense of self determination and
that a helping hand is ready, should they
want it.

Why attuned
care moments?

The observations Bronwyn made of
children’s behaviour led her to automat-
ically adjust her own pedagogical
practices in order to flexibly respond
to children, following their skill-build-
ing, learning and development over
time. Developing consistent caring
attachment relationships not only
benefits children but also allows
educators and teachers to experience
what it feels like to be physically and
emotionally accessible to very young
children (Recchia & McDevitt, 2019).
“Caring, sensitive, available and
responsive adults enable children to
develop secure relationships. They help
children learn what healthy, connected
relationships look like and how to
create such relationships later in life”.
(Bussey & Richardson, 2020, p. 6). An
understanding of why primary educator
relationships were enhanced during
care moments that involved the child
motivated Bronwyn and colleagues
to be not only physically present, but
also emotionally engaged. Bronwyn
explained the subtle changes they made
to practice to get closer to children, and
shared why they were making these
changes to practice over time:

All of the subtle consistent practices
that we put into practice, from sit-ting
in the same chair and feeding infants
on the same side of our body, to the
way that we approach and invite an
infant for a nappy change makes a
significant differ-ence in the emotional
world for

an infant. Paying attention to the small
details of how we work with infants,
communicates that we are emotionally
attuned to them in that care moment.
We can tell infants through our
repeated attunement we see them, we
hear them and we hold their emotions.

Bronwyn recognised the emotional
impact this had on children, and
how the children were instinctive-
ly encouraged to communicate their
needs to their special primary educator
or teacher, as children started to
recognise their other communications
were being understood.

Bronwyn and colleagues recognised
that fostering attachment relationships
in infant and toddler ECEC settings

are not just about grouping children
into small focus groups in order to
have achieved a key group. Instead, it
is the type of care that educators and
teachers engage in when working with
children that reinforces attachment and
connection and that provides oppor-
tunities to build trust and comfort. As
Bronwyn explains:

Being emotionally attuned to infants
during repeated care moments, we
learn and notice the nuances they
communicate with us. Their smiles and
grimaces as they share an emotion
with us,

an extended arm during a bottle feed
that says, | would like to hold my bottle
now or the eye contact that says | see
that you hold me and I feel safe. These
connected moments of repetition in
busy days are wonderful stories to
share with families.

The repetitious, consistent nature of
respectful attuned attachment relation-
ships that Bronwyn describes are crucial
for children to experience in ECEC
settings. Young children that experience
repeated, consistent opportunities to
connect over and over again with a
nurturing and supportive educator or
teacher are provided with the stability
that healthy brain development requires
(National Scientific Council on the
Developing Child, 2004). These types of
repeated care moments and relation-
ships not only support a positive sense
of wellbeing, emotional connection and
partnership between child and teacher,
but they also facilitate the child’s expec-
tations for future relational experiences.

Growth-promoting
based on the child’s continuous
give-and-take (“serve and return”
interaction) with a human  partner
who provides what nothing else in
the world can offer — experiences
that are individualized to the child’s
unique personality style; that build on
his or her own interests, capabilities,
and initiative; that shape the child’s
self-awareness; and that stimulate the
growth of his or her heart and mind.
(National Scientific Council on the
Developing Child, 2004, p. 1)

relationships are

This type of connection and way of
working with children, colleagues and
families was something that Bronwyn
and Shaila strongly desired. After
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¢ znges omanagementand mentoring
occurred at their previous settings,
Bronwyn and Shailaboth moved to work
in the same ECEC setting, moving to
work alongside some of the leaders and
mentors they had previously worked
with. This continued their journey of
working with children in respectful
attuned attachment relationships, and
sharing their experience and knowledge
with  other  colleagues  through
modelling and collaborative discussions
as a team, as Bronwyn describes:

At the end of last year, | started
working in a new setting where we
are influenced by RIE® and strongly
believe in care as curriculum. | have
returned to working with toddlers.
While, as a team, we are commit-ted
to new ways of practicing with
children, we all have different levels of
understanding and knowledge. This in
itself is a challenge that

we are working through — how to
develop shared understandings, so
that our practices can be consist-ent
with our values and with one another.
At the moment in our work with
toddlers we are discovering what it
means to provide a truly authentic
curriculum of care for them. We
reflect on practice every day and most
importantly, are sus-pending our
judgement of our own and
colleagues’ practice.

Critical reflection and ongoing
professional learning as a team

At the ECEC setting that Bronwyn and
Shaila now work at, they are supported
to engage in ongoing critical reflection
on their pedagogical practice. This
includes a strong focus on working
on respectful attuned attachment
relationships and care moments. This
not-for-profit organisation is aware that
in order for pedagogy to be productive
and maintained, professional learning
and development must be recognised
and embraced as an ongoing process
over time, not just an event to attend
(Loucks-Horsley et al., 1987). Shaila
explains the shift not only in her own
practice, but in working together to
examine their work as a team:

The difference between my previous
experience and now is that | am able to
work collaboratively with and educate
other educators. We can examine what
it looks

like to embed practice where we slow
down and take our time with each
child, we are attuned to each child in
our group and responsive to their
needs. We work through caregiving
moments together, question together
and document what worked and did
not work and record changes to our
practice. We analyse what cues and
gestures we missed from each child in
the interaction and reflect on what
was missed. We learn each day about
ourselves, our interactions with each
child and recognise children’s abilities
through the close respectful
relationships we have developed
between children and primary
educators.

As his primary educator for the fast 6 months,
we enjoy this one-on-one time to connect
together, affirming our consistent, secure
attachment relationship.

This intimate care moment is one of our many
times to connect together, filling up both of
our emotional cups.

Both Bronwyn and Shaila came to
recognise that repeated care moments
such as nappy changes, sleep and rest,
and meal times should happen when
each child requires care moments,
rather thanfollowing the clock or a strict
schedule to complete tasks (Bussey

& Hill, 2017; EHS NRC, 2014; Fewster,
2010; NAEYC, 2015). Children are
individuals who deserve to be touched
gently and actively involved in matters
related to them. Active participation
supports children to pay attention and
learn more about consent when their
most intimate parts are being touched
(Bussey & Richardson, 2020).

Shaila recognised the importance of
attachment relationships being refined
and maintained through care moments
that were handled sensitively by
familiar people. The way in which their
team conceptualised primary educator
relationships, supported their pedagogy
to be “relationship-led, rather than
task-led” (Read, 2014, p. 59) as Shaila
points out:

We work in small groups purpose-fully
and intentionally. This makes a
difference to the children because you
are deepening your connec-tions and
relationships you have with each child.
We have worked on creating a peaceful
environ-ment and paying more
attention to caregiving moments. This
is a key way we provide support for the
children, waiting for a response from
the child. These are reward-ing
moments for the children and ourselves.
There is a big difference from rushing
to get things down to slowing down
and being in
the moment.

As Bronwyn and Shaila noted,
scheduling care moments in order
to ensure they were completed and
checked off does not facilitate the
countless learning opportunities
children can experience when learning
is afforded by teachers who know
children well. Learning opportunities
can include children understanding
more about their bodies and how they
work. Nappy changes that focus on
children’s participation and understand-
ing of the process can also be related
to concepts in children’s language
development. Basic mathematical
and science concepts such as weight,
balance, and angles can be discussed
such as, “Can you move your leg a little
bit up so we can make sure we can wipe
everything?” while dressing children.
Ensuring the discussion is related to
what is happening in the nappy change
process is key so that children remain
engaged with what is happening with



their body. This discussion and process
of encouraging children to move their
bodies to different positions and angles
can also facilitate comfortable standing
nappy changes. Changing toddlers and
older infants while they are standing
supports a pedagogy of free movement
(Laurin & Goble, 2018) and more easily
facilitates developing self-help skills,
such as dressing oneself in the process
of moving towards toilet learning.

Conclusion

The journey over four years for
Bronwyn and Shaila demonstrates the
vital nature that professional learning,
mentoring and an overall level of
commitment and support from leaders
can make to transforming the pedagogy
and practice of educators and teachers.
While engaging in primary caregiving,
key teacher or key educator groups are
building in popularity in Australia and
Aotearoa New Zealand, it is important
that educators and teachers recognise
the difference between attachment
relationships  being conceptualised
as engaging in respectful attuned
attachment relationships rather than
organising children into what are
commonly known as focus groups. Care
moments enacted by often changing
groups of educators and teachers, rather
than by an educator or teacher who is
particularly emotionally and physically
present for a child, have been described
as ‘multiple indiscriminate care’ (Bain
& Barnett, 1986, p. 16). It is not just
the process of organising groups, but
the way in which attachment relation-
ships are built and maintained through
intentional, consistent, respectful care
moments that facilitates respectful
attuned attachment relationships.
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