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The last decades have seen a growing interest in researching preschool
teacher-child relationships, particularly how the quality of attachment to a
teacher impacts children’s overall development. In this context, preschool
teachers represent an important figure who, away from home environment,
provide care, physical security, and emotional support. This article offers an
overview of relevant studies dealing with various aspects of attachment at
an early age, highlighting the importance of preschool teacher-child attach-
ment quality for children’s developmental outcomes. Secondly, the article of-
fers some suggestions for promoting secure relationships in early childhood
education, especially during settling a child into the kindergarten environ-
ment.
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Attachment and Attachment Theory

Attachment theory developed by John Bowlby (2005) is one of the better-
known theories of contemporary developmental psychology. It assumes
thatinfants need a consistent nurturing relationship with one or more sensi-
tive caregivers in order to develop into healthy individuals. Positive ad close
relationships in early years are predictive of later social competence and
mental health and resilience in children (World Health Organization 2004;
Winston and Chicot 2016) Inappropriate relationships are considered to con-
tribute to aberrant behavior and in combination with other risk factors to
psychopathology (Rosmalen, Van der Veer and Horst 2015).

Attachment can be defined as a strong and reciprocally positive relation-
ship between two people (Marjanovi¢ Umek and Zupanci¢ 2009). An affec-
tionate bond between a child and his or her caregiver (usually a parent), is
established based on innate signals that an infant uses to seek proximity of
another person at times of distress. On the other hand, the caregiver has also
got an inherent capacity to respond to child’s specific signals, providing both
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protection and comfort (Bowlby 1991; Cugmas 2003). The key element within
the attachment theory is the concept of the secure base that refers to the
provision of a reliable and safe base by caregiver from which the infant can
venture out and explore into the environment and to which the child can
return in case of perceived threat (Bowlby 2005).

Attachment develops gradually; this process includes several stages that
depend on children’s experiences in the interaction with their caregiver and
on their overall development and maturation (Marjanovi¢ Umek and Zu-
pancic¢ 2009). Drewery and Bird (2004 in Du Plessis 2009) argue that attach-
ment relationships are particularly relevant in the earliest years of life when
infants are not yet able to care for themselves and, therefore, need a reliable
caregiver to provide care. Attachment can be understood as a complex bidi-
rectional relationship influenced by individual characteristics of both mem-
bers of the dyad. According to Sierra (2012) these include characteristics of
parents (e.g., their health status, psychological state, possible problems with
addiction, stress or background of insecure attachment), children’s charac-
teristics (e.g. health problems, premature birth, temperament) and charac-
teristics of the context (e. g. extreme deprivation, violent environment).

Bowlby’s attachment theory underlines the importance of child’s attach-
ment to the mother which, according to experts, represents the primary ob-
ject of attachment, in the sense of her sensibility to offer support and com-
fort to an infant (Cugmas 2009). The history of mother-child interactions is
the foundation for shaping an attachment pattern which further influences
various aspects of development (Cortazar and Herreros 2010).

Quality of Attachment

Mary Ainsworth provided empirical support for Bowlby’s theory by using the
Strange Situation procedure as an analytical tool to assess attachment style
and the quality of early attachments. This procedure assumes short separa-
tions and reunions between the child and the parent. Different attachment
patterns are a result of repetitive experiences of caregiving and can be di-
vided in two basic categories: secure and insecure (Mooney 2010).

The quality of attachment is established according to the following princi-
ples: attachment behaviors and relationships between two people are con-
tinuously growing; mother-child interactions influence the psychological ca-
pacities of both; the emotional bond between a mother and a child is shaped
by a specific social context (Sierra 2012).

In the optimal situation, infants experience care by mothers which are
mostly reliable, sensitive and attuned to their needs and temperament char-
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acteristics. The synchrony between the child’s needs and mother’s responses
is a good predictor of secure attachment (Ainsworth 1978 in Mooney 2010).
Secure relationships enable infants to express distress and accept consola-
tion easily and encourage the exploration of the environment with the cer-
tainty that their caregiver will be available if needed (Furnivall et al. 2012).
Avoidant attachment is a form of insecure attachment, which is not charac-
terized by a child’s protest or distress at separation from the reference per-
son, nor pleasure on reunion (Ainsworth 1978 in Mooney 2010). Avoidantly at-
tached infants learn to inhibit negative emotions (such as anger and sadness)
because they realize that the caregiver is unable to tolerate their distress and
react either aggressively or by withdrawal (Furnivall et al. 2012). Infants with
anxious-resistant attachment style tend to respond with anger and resistant
behavior towards the parent, exhibiting extreme distress at the time of sep-
aration and difficulties in calming on the reunion (Ainsworth 1978 in Mooney
2010). They are preoccupied whether the caregiver will reliably respond to
their needs. Caregivers of those infants were found to be inconsistent in re-
sponses and insufficiently sensitive to signals of the child. Disorganized at-
tachment was subsequently added to the Ainsworth classification system as
fourth attachment style, characteristic of children who respond in situations
of separation and reunion with their caregiver in a confusing, contradictory
and unpredictable way (e.g., after the return of the reference person they
begin to cry when it already seemed that they have been comforted (Mar-
janovi¢ Umek and Zupanci¢ 2009). Some authors claim that these conflict-
ing behaviors are the consequence of the infant being exposed to extremely
frightened or frightening reactions by a caregiver. This leaves the child un-
able to develop a consistent strategy that would bring to a sense of security
(Furnivall et al. 2012).

Even though the primary purpose of the attachment is to ensure prox-
imity of the primary caregiver in order to receive protection and reduce
stress in case of perceived danger, the attachment behaviors affect various
aspects of cognitive, social and emotional development (Cortazar and Her-
reros 2010; Stefanovic¢-Stanojevi¢, Tosi¢-Radev and Veliki¢ 2015). Commodari
(2013a) summarizes a number of studies according to which attachment se-
curity in the earliest years of life influences cognitive performance in child-
hood, promote prosocial behaviors, self-esteem, and life satisfaction in ado-
lescence, as well as social adjustment and psychological well-being in early
adulthood. More recent research in the field of neurodevelopment (New-
man, Sivaratnam, and Komiti 2015) emphasizes the importance of safe and
supportive emotional environment for healthy brain functioning.
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Preschool Teacher-Child Attachment

Many studies have shown that infants and toddlers, irrespectively of their
attachment to parents, can develop attachment to other non-parental fig-
ures. The transition from home to preschool is a particularly critical period
characterized by numerous changes in children’s early life, such as separa-
tion from parents, being in a new setting, unknown people and unfamiliar
routines (Datler et al. 2012). Young children begin to spend more and more
time with early childhood caregivers or preschool teachers, so they can be
seen as attachment-relevant and represent some kind of ‘secondary’ attach-
ment figures (Cugmas 2009; Pedditzi and Rollo 2014; Sierra 2012; Verschueren
and Koomen 2012).

Over the past decade there has been an increased research interest in
the study of children’s attachment to preschool teacher (Cugmas 2011; Du
Plessis 2009; Pedditzi and Rollo 2014; Verissimo et al. 2017; Verschueren and
Koomen 2012), who play a key role in providing care, safety and education
in out-of-home environment. Children’s attachment to teachers co-exists
with the attachment to their parents and bears similar attachment patterns.
Howes and Ritchie (1999) describe four types of attachment to teachers: se-
cure, avoidant, resistant and near-secure. The avoidant type is characteristic
of children who are more interested in the materials in the playroom rather
thanin the teacher or peers. When experiencing frustration, they do not seek
the teacher, or even move away if the teacher tries to console them. In a re-
sistant pattern of attachment, children are irritable with the teacher, even
without reason, and often demanding and impatient. Children with secure
attachment seek comfort and spontaneously hug the teacher when feeling
distressed or angry; they like to share activities with the teachers and oth-
ers and ask for help if needed. In a near-secure attachment, children show a
combination of moderately avoidant and secure behaviors. They tend to dis-
trust the teacher, but they participate in all activities. Therefore, the teacher
often fails to recognize a problem in such a relationship.

Verissimo et al. (2017) have found that building a close, attachment-relevant
relationship with a teacher in early childhood is, only in part, a function of the
quality of parent-child attachment relationships. Furthermore, some authors
suggest the idea that attachment styles can be discontinued by life circum-
stances or new relationship (Cortazar and Herreros 2010). In this regard, se-
cure preschool teacher-child attachment may compensate for a more prob-
lematic parent-child relationship. Buyse, Verschueren, and Doumen (2011)
have found that especially for children who are less securely attached to
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their mothers, sensitivity of the preschool teacher may be the crucial factor
in the development of close teacher-child relationship and reduction the risk
of aggressive behavior among children.

As noted by Pianta the key qualities of teacher-child relationship appears
to be related to the ability of an adult at accurately reading the child’s signals,
to respond contingently on the basis of these signals, to convey acceptance
and emotional warmth, to offer assistance as necessary, and to model regu-
lated behavior (Pianta 1999, 67, in Du Plessis 2009). Similarly, Cugmas (2009)
explains that the teacher’s sensitivity to children’s needs most strongly de-
termines the pattern of their attachment behavior.

Preschool teacher-child attachment depends on several factors, including
attributes of teachers, attributes of children, as well as environmental fac-
tors. Recent research findings have provided evidence that higher education
level of teachers, lower perceived stress and higher self-efficacy are related
with higher quality relationships with young children (Chen and Phillips 2018;
Choi and Dobbs-Oates 2016). There is a growing body of research demon-
strating that preschool teacher-child relationships are also predicted by chil-
dren’s temperamental characteristics (Acar et al. 2018). Especially reactivity as
a sub-dimension of temperament was found to have a significant impact on
teacher-child relationships (Yoleri 2016).

Within early childhood education, teachers play a critical role in provid-
ing emotional and social security, promoting children’s language and cogni-
tive development, encouraging children in the process of socialization with
adults and peers outside their family. They also play an extremely important
role during settling into childcare helping children navigate through this new
experience. Therefore, it is among teachers’ priorities to build a good affec-
tive bond based on sensitive responsiveness to children’s needs. The fact that
preschool teacher represents a secure base is very important especially with
younger and more vulnerable children who come from an emotionally less
supportive environment (Buyse et al. 2011; Verschueren and Koomen 2012).

Preschool Teacher Attachment and Children’s Development
Recent research results suggest that quality of a preschool teacher-child re-
lationships predict children’s emotional, social and cognitive development
during the early childhood period as well as through elementary years and
even later in life (Commodari 2013b; Mashburn et al. 2008; Mortensen and
Barnett 2015).

Sroufe (2005) stressed the importance of infant attachment, both because
of its place in initiating pathways of development and because of its con-
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nection with so many critical developmental functions — social relatedness,
arousal modulation, emotional regulation, and curiosity. Children with his-
tories of secure attachment (assessed at 12 and 18 months) faced less social
problems in preschool years, displayed more curiosity and flexibility in han-
dling problems than children with histories of insecure attachment. More-
over, preschool children with early secure attachment were much more em-
pathic and popularamong peers, exhibited less aggressive behavior than the
children with histories of insecure attachment. Failure to develop secure at-
tachments in early life may lead to later difficulties in communicating and
managing emotions with peers (Sroufe 2005). Cugmas (2010) summarizes the
research findings according to which the quality of preschool education and
of teacher’s relationships is closely associated with children’s well-being and
integration in preschool classrooms. When children feel well and relaxed at
kindergarten, they are more satisfied and confident, they express their needs
and desires, they are open to new experiences and adapt easily. It was discov-
ered that there is a positive connection between a secure preschool teacher-
child attachment and children’s success in social interaction, speech devel-
opment, and symbolic play. Children with a secure attachment style are more
co-operative and more likely to accept tasks given by their teachers. More-
over, children who experience a secure attachment showed more persever-
ance and they were more successful in solving mental tasks (Commodari
2013a). Mortensen and Barnett (2015) assume that the teacher-child relation-
ships that develop in infant/toddler child care provide a critical caregiving
context for young children’s socioemotional development.

A review of relevant research has revealed that there is a positive connec-
tion between secure attachment to teacher and children’s cognitive devel-
opment. A study conducted by Howes and Smith (1995 in Commodari 2013a)
including infants, toddlers, and pre-schoolers, examined children’s play ac-
tivities and cognitive activities as well as their relationships with caregivers
within the child care setting. It has been established that preschool teacher’s
social interactions (e.i., encouragements, smiles, physical proximity) and chil-
dren’s feeling of security and attachment to the teacher were related to en-
hanced cognitive activities and more exploration during play activities in all
three developmental stages.

Early observational studies (Main 1983 in Commodari 2013b) showed that
three-year-olds with secure attachment experiences manifested larger at-
tention spans during play compared to those with insecure attachment pat-
terns. Some researchers have discovered that securely attached preschool
children tend to have improved attention abilities and better scholastic
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skills before entering school compared to insecurely attached preschool-
ers (Bergin and Bergin 2009). More specifically, Commodari (2013b) demon-
strated that children with secure preschool teacher attachment presented
better attention skills, in terms of higher reaction time and better selectivity
and maintenance. Mashburn et al. (2008) who examined the development
of academic, language and social skills among four-year-olds in preschool
programs found that positive and close preschool teacher-child interactions
may facilitate their school readiness. A recent study, exploring children’s rep-
resentations of attachment and positive teacher-child relationships, revealed
that a close attachment-relevant relationship with preschool teachers in
early childhood may be related to higher children’s verbal capacity (Veris-
simo et al. 2017).

According to several authors (Buyse et al. 2011; Cortazar and Herreros 2010;
Mortensen and Barnett 2015; Sierra 2012) early childhood education has an
extremely important role in child development, especially when it comes to
children from a deprived environment or at risk due to adverse caregiving
experiences. The author states that preschool teachers represent significant
attachment figures, which can create a safe and friendly environment that
promotes development and learning, as well as contributes to social accep-
tance of the child. Many studies have also shown that children’s attachment
to their mothers as their primary caregivers should not be always compared
to a teacher-child attachment. However, children can build a secure attach-
ment to other non-parental figures despite having experienced an insecure
parental attachment in the past (Pedditzi and Rollo 2014; Sierra 2012). Thus,
encouraging a secure preschool teacher-child attachment may compensate
an eventually anxious parental attachment (Cugmas 2010). High-quality early
childhood education and positive attachment to preschool teacher have
proven to be an important factor of compensation with children coming
from less supportive home environments in the sense of insufficient sensi-
tivity and responsiveness for the child’s needs.

Conclusions and Proposals for Applying Attachment Theory

in Early Childhood Education

There is a growing body of literature trying to integrate attachment the-
ory into early childhood settings (Cortezar and Herreros 2010; Niecki 2017;
Shirvanian and Michael 2017). In order to bridge attachment theory and
early childcare practice, Shirvanian and Michael (2017) highlight the impor-
tance of training and professional development within attachment theory
for preschool teachers. Research shows that interventions within attachment
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theory for preschool teachers, such as education and training programs en-
hance children’s secure attachment and sensitivity in the caregivers (Shir-
vanian and Michael 2017). Pedditzi and Rollo (2014) suggest that additional
teacher training should be introduced to early childhood education which
would allow preschool teachers to learn about attachment theory in order
to identify actual characteristics of a secure attachment and consequently
respond appropriately to children’s needs.

A child’s transition to childcare or kindergarten represents the first expe-
rience away from home with an alternate caregiver. Thus, attachment the-
ory allows for an adequate explanation of a child separation anxiety. Taking
into account the principles of the theory, teachers can alleviate children’s dis-
tress also by letting parents be present in the group for a few days during the
settling-in period. A child can be also encouraged to bring a favorite toy or
other objects which have the role of a transitory object that replaces home
environment and parents, and make a child feel safe and more easily com-
forted during parental absence.

Some children experience the transition to kindergarten even before at-
tachment is fully developed, therefore, consistency in caregiving is essen-
tial for the child’s attachment (Goldberg, Muir, and Kerr 2013). For this rea-
son, the practice of keeping a group of children with the same teacher for
more than a year has the potential to provide a consistent caregiver during
the young child’s critical period of attachment and emotional development
(Nitecki 2017). Cugmas (2010) assumes that preschool teachers can help re-
lieve children’s distress due to separation from their parents with using sym-
bolic play or through storytelling. Preschool teachers who become familiar
with attachment theory have better insight into the structure and dynamics
of relationships between children and caregivers and therefore, better un-
derstand children’s behavior. Teachers can also evaluate how children’s be-
haviors relate to the quality of parental attachment by observing the reac-
tions of children and their parents after morning separation and after reunion
when parents come to pick their children up from kindergarten.

Early childhood educators can play an important compensatory role for
the most vulnerable children with insecure attachment patterns with pri-
mary caregivers. They can foster secure secondary attachment offering a pre-
dictable environment, consistent and sensitive care, appropriate frequent
physical contacts, and a space where needs, emotions, and temperament
characteristics of children are recognized (Cortezar and Herreros 2010; Shir-
vanian and Michael 2017).

Higher education can also play an important role by including more spe-
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cialized courses on implementing attachment theory within the context of
infant/toddler child care in preschool teachers preparation programs. Prac-
tical training for future preschool teachers should promote sensitivity to dif-
ferences in attachment styles in order to facilitate secure relationships and
healthy socioemotional outcomes for young children.
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Pomen navezanosti na vzgojiteljico za zdrav razvoj otroka
V zadnjih desetletjih je opaziti povecan raziskovalni interes na podro¢ju preu-
¢evanja odnosa med otrokom in vzgojiteljco v vrtcu, zlasti v smislu pomena ka-

123



Petra Dolenc

124

kovosti otrokove navezanosti na vzgojiteljico za njegov celostni razvoj. Vzgo-
jiteljica v tem kontekstu pomeni tisto pomembno osebo, ki otroku izven do-
macega okolja zagotavlja nego, fizicno varnost in ¢ustveno oporo. V prispevku
predstavljamo pregled relevantnih raziskav, ki obravnavajo razli¢ne vidike in
dejavnike otrokove navezanosti na vzgojiteljico, pri ¢emer poudarjajo pomen
kakovostne navezanosti na vzgojiteljico za otrokov razvoj na razli¢nih podroc-
jih, ter izpostavimo nacine, s katerimi lahko spodbujamo varno navezanost
med otrokom in vzgojiteljco v vrtcu, zlasti v obdobju otrokovega uvajanja v
vrt¢evsko okolje.

Klju¢ne besede: teorija navezanosti, odnos med vzgojiteljico in otrokom, pred-
Solska vzgoja





