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Abstract
Although a large body of literature recognises the impact of parent-teacher relationships on
infant everyday experiences, less is known about the emotional experience and associated
expectations of the adults themselves during earliest transitions. In the context of a multi-site
international investigation across five countries – Brazil, Finland, Scotland, New Zealand, and
the United States – the present paper seeks to address this gap. This research examines teacher
and parent interviews to reveal expectations prior to and after the transition to ECEC,
highlighting the associated emotions that arise during this process. Findings show that,
irrespective of whether expectations are met, parents universally express insecurities and fears
in relation to the transition. Parents are aware of the impact that the various aspects of the
ECEC setting have on their child, and acknowledge difficulty in relinquishing control of the
care of their child. Despite these concerns, parents consistently articulate their strong trust in
the institution and the professional expertise of the staff. Correspondingly, teachers are keenly
aware of the importance of their role in supporting families, and hold certain expectations for
how the transition experience will play out accordingly. Regardless of country of context, the
study shows that clear communication surrounding both centre and parental expectations
establishes high levels of trust and ameliorates anxiety. Teacher-parent dialogues concerning
routines, preferences, and anticipations are seen as pivotal in supporting a positive transition
for all.
Keywords: Transition, Infant, Parent, Infant teacher, ECEC teacher, Expectation, Emotions
Pedagogy
Introduction
Now that infants all over the world are increasingly entering into early childhood education
and care contexts (OECD 2017; Dalli & White, 2017), a need arises to understand their social
and emotional experience in this new locale. The significant social changes that occur during
early transitions call for investigation of the contexts in which the infant is cared for outside of
the home - often for long hours and under the supervision of non-familial adults. To date, very
little is known about this experience and its impact, despite the fact that a large body of
psychological literature indicates negative effects of infant daycare attendance, particularly on
a child’s long-term social and emotional development (Friedman & Boyle, 2008). A small
volume of recent studies question this inherent harm perspective, with some pointing to
possibly positive aspects of ECEC participation (see review Melhuish et al., 2015). For
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example, Herba et al. (2013) report on a Canadian longitudinal study where negative emotional
issues in infants (including withdrawal and separation anxiety) were found to be greatly
ameliorated by ECEC attendance. This modifying role of ECEC is also discussed by Lee et al.
(2006) and Giles et al. (2011) but only in relation to ‘at-risk’ infants and their mothers who
reported high levels of depression. Less still is known about infant experiences during earliest
transitions to ECEC.
The few extant studies on first transition from home care to ECEC setting tend to highlight the
emotional experience of the infants themselves - in isolation of the emotions of their relational
others. For instance, Klette and Killen (2018) examined one-year-old infant reactions during
ECEC arrivals and departures one month after their initial transition. Their psychoanalytical
analysis revealed levels of distress consistent with phases of separation anxiety, emphasising
the importance of stable, sensitive and empathic carers. They argue that education, training and
language skills to support these qualities are necessary for effective infant transitions, a point
reinforced by Barros et al. (2017) in Portugal. These findings are replicated in a recent study
across five countries by Pirskanen et al. (2019) who found similarities in the intensity of the
emotional experience of transitions for children aged 5 to 7 moving from preschool to first
grade in school. The authors argue for the importance of emotional support for children in
managing these intense emotions. However, they do not take into account the expectations or
emotions of parents or teachers in these transitions.
Traum and Moran (2016) provide one of few exceptions to this lacuna in a US investigation of
parents’ and teachers’ beliefs and values during ECEC drop off and pick up. They highlight
the complex interplay of values, concerns, regrets, and desires both parties placed on the
emotional well-being of infants during the transition. They conclude that the outward
appearance of both teachers and parents during daily transitions do not necessarily convey the
full emotional impact experienced by adults. Monk and Hall (2017) similarly suggest that early
transitions to ECEC can be highly stressful for infants and caregivers. These authors illustrate
the complex cultural practices that affect the transition experience when mothers return to work
in the first 12 months after the baby’s birth. They posit three interconnected themes that
influence the emotions experienced by mothers as they negotiate the significant tensions
between home, work, and ECEC service: 1) societal, cultural, and institutional expectations of
mothers, 2) personal choices perceived as available, and 3) interpersonal tensions arising when
expectations or choices conflict with practices.
Clearly, these earliest transitions are often highly emotional events for families; yet very little
is known about adults’ emotions and their impact on infant’s well-being in ECEC. We suspect
that this is especially relevant when parents/mothers feel that they must return to work (OECD
2017). The situation is further exacerbated by a pervasive scientific legacy (e.g., Bowlby) and
societal/cultural beliefs that group-based ECEC may be harmful for infants. The associated
expectations of parents and teachers in ECEC can be various and potentially mismatched
(Goouch & Powell, 2017); while emotional responses for parents diverse (Monk & Hall, 2017).
Examinations of both perspectives are needed to understand how expectations affect the
emotional experience for all concerned.

Introducing the study
The present study sought to understand the emotional experience of transition and its
relationship to parents and teachers expectations across five countries, as part of a wider
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international collaboration investigating the social emotional experience of transition to and
within early childhood education and care (ISSEET - International Study of Social Emotional
Early Transitions). The extent to which expectations before and immediately following the first
transition to ECEC shaped emotions on the part of parents and teachers are the focus of this
paper.
Methodology
Dialogic methodology (Bakhtin, 1986) was used to explore emotion as a living phenomenon
that not only exists between people, but is influenced by the event itself – in this case, through
the expectations that are brought to the transition. Bakhtin prescribes this approach to research
as both “thought striving to embrace the world and thought experiencing itself in the world (as
part of it)” (p.162). Given our emphasis we drew specifically on Beech’s (2010) associated
notion of dialogic liminality to position the event of transition as “…a more longitudinal
experience of ambiguity and in-between-ness within a changeful context” to orient our
investigation. This event of “between-ness” (Beech 2010; Traum & Moran 2016) plays out in
dynamic emotional interplays over time, within diverse contexts (home, work, and ECEC) and
through dialogues between parents and teachers. We interpret these through what Beech calls
‘inside-out’ (in our case teacher to family) and ‘outside-in’ (for us, family to teacher) dialogues
concerning the expectations of both for the infant during transition. These complex interplays
and shifting boundaries impact the transition for all parties – not least the infants themselves.
The present paper therefore sets out to understand the emotional experience of infants’
transitions to ECEC through the articulated expectations and emotions of parents and teachers
immediately before the infant starts attending ECEC and in the months following the event.
Emphasis is correspondingly placed on the ambiguous, unstable experiences and processes that
are experienced emotionally and socially, triggered by certain routines, events and practices
performed within social and cultural spaces and characterised by change.
We ask:
“What is the relationship between parents’ and teachers’ expectations and the emotional event
of transition during the first few weeks of infant transition to ECEC?”
Method
The present paper is part of an ongoing longitudinal “International Social and Emotional
Experiences in Early Transitions” (ISEET) project that sets out to understand the transition
experience from infancy to school through regular interviews, observations and video capture
across key transition moments over time. For the purposes of this paper data is drawn from the
first transition experience only. Expectations and emotions were excavated in two sets of parent
and teacher semi-structured 1-1 interviews as part of a much wider corpus of interviews that
took place over time. The first interview aimed to generate findings about expectations and
emotions of parents and teachers in relation to the transition, to their own emotional reactions,
and to infant’s emotional and social experiences. In the subsequent interview, parents and
teachers were asked to reflect on the first month of the transition and indicate how they felt,
what they noticed in the infant’s emotional and social experience, and any changes and
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challenges which have occurred. A total of 10 parent interviews and 12 teacher interviews
across five countries form the basis of the analysis presented here.
Ethical approval for the projects were granted by the ethics committees of each participating
university. There are diverse constraints for the data use and sharing, and these have influenced
the methodological decisions for the overall project. The ethical tensions and challenges related
to the project are discussed elsewhere in detail (see Rutanen, Amorim, Marwick, & White,
2018). Follow up interviews and well-established relationships with parents and teachers were
a priority for the researchers concerning the emotional nature of these experiences.
Analysis
Research teams across each country analysed country-specific data before bringing their
findings into joint discussion. The unit of analysis was found in the identified intersections
between expectations and emotions across interview periods and which highlight the complex
interrelationship between both during earliest transitions:
i)
Expectations: anticipation of something in terms of the infant starting ECEC - positive
(e.g. ‘high expectations’), negative, or ambivalent;
ii)
Emotions: expressed hopes, fears, anxieties that were linked to expectations – either
anticipated, met, negotiated or unfulfilled.
Participants
ECEC centres in Brazil, Finland, New Zealand, Scotland and the United States catering for
infants were selected for this study. The age of the infants at point of transition ranged from 6
months to 1.5 years. The reason for attendance was overwhelmingly due to the mother
returning to or hoping to start work. The infant’s attendance ranged from 8-9.5 hours a day, 4
or 5 days a week, (NZ, Brazil, Finland, US) to few hours in 2-3 days a week (Scotland). Settings
included public/community (Scotland), private (Finland, US & NZ), and private without profit
(Brazil). Policies concerning the desirable age of entry to ECEC vary across these countries
and range from birth to one year. These ages accord with policies concerning parental leave
which provide less incentives for some parents than for others. A fuller analysis of these and
related policies is discussed elsewhere (see Gradovski et al, 2019), suffice to say that Finland
parents were offered more parental leave than other countries, and infants were older upon
entry to ECEC as a consequence.
This paper focuses on seven parent interviews and seven teacher interviews (one of each in
Finland, USA and Scotland; two of each for NZ (one of European ethnicity and the other
indigenous Maori) and Brazil to reflect bicultural priorities for their countries) who were
associated with the transitioning infants. Parents interviews involved 6 mothers and two fathers
Teachers were all female. The professional background of the teachers varies, ranging from
Pedagogy Faculty courses in Brazil to Master’s level degree in Scotland, although we use the
inclusive term “teachers”, to refer to all ECEC staff who were interviewed, regardless of their
qualification. In doing so we do not in any way diminish the professional nature of teachers
work, but rather reflect the existing status of what constitutes a ‘teacher’ for each of the
countries involved.
A total of 14 interviews were analysed for the section that follows.
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Results
Outside-in emotions concerning infant transition
In every case across all five countries, the start of ECEC attendance at infancy was related to
the mother’s return to work – regardless of what policies existed to support or thwart their
ability to stay at home. However, the way parents felt about this event differed markedly. The
timing of the transition was an important aspect in structuring the emotional aspects of the
process. If the timing and pace was mostly out their control, parents felt more insecure about
the changes. A Scottish mother commented that her return to work had been delayed although
the infant’s transition into childcare had already been arranged, and that this took the “pressure”
off for these first weeks of transition, as there were no work obligations to contend with. In
other families, the transition had been planned for many months. In the Brazilian case, there
was a feeling of relief as the (single) mother had already returned to work without stable daily
care for the child. Despite sadness linked to leaving the child the lack of established consistent
care systems in her life meant that ECEC was seen as a good solution. As for all parents
interviewed, the transition marked the end of an era in the life of the parent.
Whatever their reason, all parents interviewed expressed some anxieties concerning the
transition. These were greatly exacerbated when parents perceived they had little or no choice
due to economic pressures. Levels of anxiety appeared to be greater for these first time parents
who – although they anticipated major changes for them and their relationship with their infant
- were uncertain of the magnitude of change. A Scottish mother explained, “we don’t have any
family here who regularly look after child, so I think her being with someone other than us is
still a big deal, like it’s still not like routine”. Other parents were reassured that their infant
would do well based on previous experiences, even though they recognized the challenges
ahead. A US father stated “She’s the third child. I have real confidence in the center”. A NZ
parent, with three children in the same ECEC centre joyfully described an experience of
‘family: "how cool is it that you get to come and hang out with your [centre] family all day and
then you go home and hang out with your family, I love it”.
Regardless of their choices for placing their infant in ECEC, all parents felt that this event
placed a punctuation mark on their ability to spend time at home with the infant and was tinged
with sadness accordingly. In the words of a Finnish mother, there was a “feeling of blue” that
the baby-time was over. Despite their fears, parents consistently articulated a vehement belief
that “all would be well in the long run”. Necessary adjustments for this to occur needed to take
into account the priorities of parents as well as the centre. These were often associated with
practical issues such as bottle feeding, sleep and routines that were negotiated with the centre.
Consistency in routine between home and ECEC centre played an especially important role in
how parents felt about the transition. A Finnish mother decided to introduce some similarities
to their everyday life at home that responded to the assumed routines at ECEC centre to support
their infants’ transition. In contrast, a NZ parent held high expectations that her preferences
and practices from home would be upheld and was upset to discover that her infant’s sleep
routines had been altered at the centre. Either way – matching of routines across sites was seen
as important for effective transitions to occur.
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Outside-in expectations
Notwithstanding feelings of sadness, parents held few expectations of the centre beyond their
relationship with teachers. They articulated a belief that their infant would be well cared for conveying trust in the ability and professionalism of teachers. A NZ ‘first time’ parent said of
the key teacher working with her infant: “I look to her for knowing what to do.” Central to the
parent’s emotional experience was effective communication with the teachers, and this was
closely linked to expectations being met. In many cases, parents openly sought advice
concerning what to do during the transition process and expressed their hope that teachers
would always be honest in communications concerning their infant, including when the infant
was unhappy. A US mother reflected on advice she received from staff: “...they were really
strict about saying goodbye, so he knows you’re leaving and doesn’t panic”. A Scottish parent
highlighted her emotional reaction to teacher comments, recognising her acute sensitivities to
what was said about her infant:
“I think it’s just from all these things the learning is that I think I never realised all
these tiny, tiny little things and how people say something to you, how emotional all
these issues are and like well-meant comments can go that way, or flippant comments
or…and there’s no way of always saying the right thing’
Across all families interviewed, the ECEC setting was constructed as a new social
environment, presenting both novel relations and experiences which, though outside their
influence, parents felt would benefit their infant. A Scottish mother reflected, “…we feel that
child is totally safe, loved and well looked after, so we don’t have concerns about that at all. I
think a lot of it is just … the process of letting go, and accepting that other people will see her
a bit differently, or she might be another person with different people”. Overall, this opening
up to the social world through peer-based learning, negotiating with others’ needs, and fitting
in with routines, was perceived as important and beneficial for their infant’s learning. As a
consequence – regardless of which country - parents believed it was their duty to “put on a
brave face” so that their infant could benefit.
Inside-out emotions
Teachers in each country were highly aware of their role in supporting parents through
transition in what they regarded as an emotionally challenging process for infants. Their
dialogues correspondingly focussed much more around the emotions of the infant than the
parent. For a teacher in Brazil, crying was seen as a necessary form of communication:
“Infants cry, always. It is their way of expressing. And they will cry as they will be in
a place they are not used to, in which they will be apart from their mothers. Thus, is it
obvious that they will cry. Some babies cry more, others less. But with our care, they
will get to be comforted, fed, caressed. They will have all they need and gradually
they will get to be tranquil.”
For other teachers, crying was regarded with a degree of ambivalence due to their deeply held
beliefs concerning temperament. A Finnish teacher explained that some infants would cry for
long periods while others did not - being like “fish in water” from the outset. Considering the
infant’s emotions as arising from personal characteristics or temperament alone, as opposed to
an interaction between the child and the environmental context, sometimes led to conflicting
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interpretations between parents and staff of the child’s emotional state. One Scottish mother
reported that the childcare centre considered her child’s initially limited expressed pleasure to
reflect the temperament of the child, and therefore as something which should not be altered.
This contrasted with the perspective of the mother, who knew her child as a happy and positive
child outside the centre setting.
Other teachers wanted to see a shift from infants crying at all cost, and sought to avoid this by
ensuring that they could provide 1-1 attention during the earliest days of transition. One NZ
teacher talked at length about the infant as “grieving” and “being brave,” which she saw as
emotionally harrowing for herself and the infant alike. At the same time, she saw it as an
opportunity to develop a primary attachment with the child, with the teacher providing
understanding and availability within an attuned and reassuring secure relationship, which she
viewed as central to her pedagogy. Similarly, a US teacher spoke at length of the attachment
that formed after a rough beginning in which the child refused bottles for several weeks. She
cited as evidence the fact that the child would become upset every time her teachers left the
room, and noted that “even when she's happy, she kind of looks to us for approval – kind of
like she would a parent.”
Regardless of their attitudes towards the infants’ emotional experience, all teachers invested
significant time in building such relationships with parents as an investment in the infant’s
well-being. As a NZ teacher explains:
"... the more positive parents feel about something like that then the more positive a
child is going to feel about it. So I think children are all about sensing energy and
fear, so if their parents are being really positive about bringing them here on that first
day and dropping them off, and show their confidence in me to look after their child,
then it’s going to go more smoothly for the child."
Due to their understanding of parent anxieties combined with their own priorities for the
infant’s well-being in the centre, teachers held a series of expectations for families that were
typically expressed in their settling-in policies and/or practices. The settling in period in
Scotland, for example, involved a month of visits prior to starting at the centre, as well as a
further settling in period following the formal start. At times, these had to be negotiated
between the two settings requiring skilful negotiation on the part of teachers. A teacher from
Finland explained: “I know it can be hard to leave their most precious thing with someone that
they don’t know very well - making sure that they can trust me”.
Inside-out expectations
Across all contexts, teachers held clear and consistent expectations of parents concerning the
transition experience. In NZ and Scotland, these were articulated through formal transition
policies and practices expressing detailed expectations and aspirations for the process,
including how responsibilities would be shared to support the child in transitioning and the role
of the teacher. Even in the absence of these, across all sites dialogues with parents about their
expectations concerning feeding, bottles, and sleep were seen by teachers as important sources
of emotional support during transition. Whether they took place during settling-in visits in
either the home (in Finland or in the case of Scotland where home visits leading up to transition
were a standard practice) or, more typically, in the centre, teachers consistently articulated the
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importance of visits in providing a foundation for the parent-teacher relationship that was to
develop. A Scottish teacher explains the value of home visits:
“I think it really helps with all the settling visits, they’re so, so important and the
home visit is a big, a big thing, I think that really helps to build the relationship within
the family. I personally learn so much from them, and I think once the home visit has
happened, I think there’s sort of this feeling of relaxing, among the whole, within the
whole family, and me”.
Visits were, however, not always possible due to organizational challenges. In Brazil, for
example, a visit could not happen due to organizational complexity. This created dissonance
among parents and teachers, as expectations could not be reconciled and disappointments arose
as a consequence. Similarly, a US family were on vacation during the scheduled visits. Their
infant’s extended bottle refusal, which may have been influenced by this lack of prior
connection, was described by her teacher as “very stressful” for everyone involved.
Regardless of their policies and practices, teachers across all sites articulated expectations that
a 1-1 relationship with the infant was necessary during the early phases of transition. They felt
that the extent to which such exclusive attention could be given was constrained by ratios and
group size, as well as the timings of the transition. For example, in NZ, Scotland and Brazil the
children transitioned at an individualised time, whereas in Finland and the US they began with
a group of peers, without teacher agency in the timing. In New Zealand, Finland and Scotland,
these processes were linked to formal or informal Key Teacher practices, where a particular
person is assigned responsibility for attending the family and the child both before and during
the transition (White et al., 2018). For a NZ teacher a Key Teacher arrangement was her
aspiration, although not always her reality due to constraints concerning ratios and high
numbers of infants transitioning at the same time: “it’s my job to be here to support her, that
she would come to me”.
While developing these strong relationships during the earliest days of transition, by the end
of one month a NZ teacher reported the feeling that the infant and she might be “too attached”
– highlighting her desire for the infant to extend her emotional network to other teachers. While
forming a secure attachment with a child is of key importance in supporting emotional wellbeing (Bowlby, 1969), the consistent availability of a specific key worker may not be possible
within the setting (Gallagher and Tait, 2018) - yet for New Zealand teachers it was identified
and practiced as a real priority , despite the fact that it was not mandated in policy (White et al,
2018). In Brazil and Finland, teachers emphasized the importance of infant relationships with
all the teachers in the centre as a necessity arising from different shifts. However, teachers in
Brazil and NZ described tensions when the infant selected a different adult that the one who
had been ‘assigned’ from the outset. Conversely, a teacher in Finland was hesitant to describe
any such “tool box for supporting transitions”, emphasizing the diverse preference of families
in such matters. Clearly, there are very different views across sites concerning the nature of
these attachments during transition
Conclusions
Our findings portray a complex web of interactions leading up to and including the early days
for infant transitions which are laden with expectations, both met and unmet, and which play a
significant role in orienting the emotions experienced during the transition event. Where
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greater cohesion was found concerning what to expect and how those expectations could be
met, the emotional event of transition emerged as a more positive experience for all. Similarly,
where the transition was perceived more positively, expectations concerning its outcome and
processes were aligned. Expectations were not necessarily shared between parents and teachers
across cultural contexts, but when they were aligned it seemed that this was more a result of
prior encounters with older children.
Emotions also oriented expectations. Earliest transitions were a highly emotional event for
families and teachers alike, linked to perceived personal choices available to families and
mediated by experience, beliefs and attitudes. By association prior knowledge and experience
are important in forming expectations, as in the absence of those, expectations are easily guided
by stereotypical beliefs about categories such as profession, as Kunda and Sherman-Williams
(1993) note. Our findings further suggest that stereotypical views of infants – by teachers – are
alive and well in the discourse that orients their experience. Emotions are deeply influenced by
both met and unmet expectations in relation to actual practices accordingly. Emotions and
expectations concerning the transition and its aftermath mutually influence each other in a
complex relationship that takes place in between ‘inside out’ and ‘outside in’ dialogues –
regardless of ECEC context it seems. The extent to which teachers see crying as an inevitable
aspect of transition, or an emotion to be avoided at all cost appears to orient some of the
pedagogies that take place during these events.
Parents and teachers alike brought significant expectation to the preparations surrounding
transition. These were largely associated with centre practices that held certain views
concerning the infant and their temperament, as well as those that correspondingly supported
parents’ preferences for their infant’s care, and facilitated consistent caregiving practices across
both settings. In particular, dialogues between parents and teachers across all countries were
seen as an important source of comfort and clarity when they worked well. They took place
during home- or centre-based visits prior to transition and also in the dialogues during
transition. Expectations and emotions were able to be more aligned as a consequence - in terms
of the actual familiarity of the parents and teachers to each other and to the practical aspects of
the transition, in consideration of centre priorities.Where alignment was not possible, dialogues
became even more important for parents who, in such cases, experienced deep emotional grief
and feelings of loss at having their priorities upheld in the upbringing of their child,
When expectations could not be met – for teachers and parents alike – significant emotional
anguish was experienced. When teacher aspirations for high quality relationships and slow
settling in processes were constrained, emotional turmoil was evident. Parental hopes and
dreams for consistent caregiving practices were diminished when their preferences were not
upheld and they did not understand why. In all cases, these levels of emotional distress were
ameliorated by dialogues across inside out and outside in spaces. A key point arose from the
interviews in this regard concerning the idea that “if things are good for the parent, they will
also be good for the infant”, reinforcing the value and importance of teachers spending time
with families during the earliest transition experience. The amount of time required to ensure
that parent-teacher dialogues about their expectations and the negotiations that need to take
place to ensure all perspectives are heard has been understated in infant pedagogy, and warrants
further investigation.
These results especially emphasise the importance of early dialogues between parents and
teachers in order to create more positive experiences navigating earliest transition to ECEC for
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infants. The relationship between teacher and parent is of vital importance to the process –
regardless of culture or ethnicity - yet there is very little literature supporting teachers to do
this well during these early transitions. Parent-teacher relationships prior to, during, and after
earliest days are crucial in building trust in the relationships. Whether or not primary caregiver
systems were in place these results suggest that when parents have prior knowledge concerning
what to expect based on effective dialogues, transitions can be easier. In particular, previous
contact and preparation in the form of visits to the centre, and especially home visits, helped
parents build clearer expectations about both the teachers and their own roles, as did the
associated sharing of practices and routines. These results underscore the importance of
teacher-parent-child visits and dialogues prior to the infant starting ECEC, as these enable all
parties to build rapport. Similarly, the earliest days call for a more intense and intimate
relationship-building process - a need that often goes unrecognised in curriculum, pedagogy or
policy. This is particularly important for first time parents and, especially, families who do not
have other support networks in place.
This study has only begun to unravel some of the complexities of these emotions during the
very specific period of transition to ECEC for infants across several different countries.
Importantly, these emotions and the way they are interpreted play a significant role in the
transition event, dictating certain responses on the part of families, ECEC services, and
teachers. Only by considering the interrelations of all aspects of transitions to ECEC and the
interpretations and perspectives of all involved is it possible to comprehend the complex
aspects of this unique process. Given the fact that these families felt they had little choice in
placing their infant in ECEC at an early age due to economic pressures, there is an associated
accountability to governments to ensure the experience is positive for everyone, ultimately,
and by association, the infants themselves.
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