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HOW DOES LEARNING HAPPEN? LEARNING HAPPENS 
THROUGH RELATIONSHIPS!

Establish positive, responsive relationships with children and their 
families;
Value children as individuals and as active and competent 
contributors with their own interests and points of view; 
Recognize the connection between emotional well-being and 
social and cognitive development and the importance of focusing 
on these areas holistically; 
Provide environments and experiences for children to explore 
ideas, investigate their theories, and interact with others in play; 
Engage with families and support each child within the context of 
his or her family, recognizing that family and child well-being 
are inextricably linked; 
Provide ongoing opportunities for educators to engage in critical 
reflection and discussion with others about pedagogy and 
practice to support continuous professional learning and growth 
(pg. 11).



STANDARDS OF 
PRACTICE/CODE OF 
ETHICS
• In Ontario, there is a College of Early 

Childhood Education which has a legislated 
mandate “to establish and enforce 
professional standards and ethical standards 
that are applicable to members of the College 
and that demonstrate a respect for diversity 
and a sensitivity to the multicultural character 
of the Province” (ECE Act, 2007). 

• The Code of Ethics and the Standards of 
Practice communicate to RECEs and the public 
the scope and nature of the profession. 

• What does it say about relationships?



REGISTERED EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATORS HAVE 
RESPONSIBILITIES TO CHILDREN, FAMILIES, COLLEAGUES 
AND THE COMMUNITY
• RECEs build and maintain responsive and 

collaborative relationships with families. These 
relationships are based on mutual trust, openness 
and respect for confidentiality. 

• RECEs build positive relationships with colleagues 
by demonstrating respect, trust and integrity. They 
support, mentor and collaborate with colleagues, 
including students aspiring to the profession.

• They build connections and collaborate with 
community partners to enhance programs and 
promote the integration of services.





IT IS ALL ABOUT 
RELATIONSHIPS!



RELATIONSHIPS, 
RELATIONSHIPS, 
RELATIONSHIPS

• If ”location, location, location” is 
the mantra of real estate 
professionals, “relationships, 
relationships, relationships” 
should be the mantra of early 
childhood education 
professionals. 

• Why?

https://www.raisingarizonakids.com/2014/02/relationships-
key-early-learning/

https://www.raisingarizonakids.com/2014/02/relationships-key-early-learning/


CHILDREN’S RELATIONSHIPS 
SHAPE THE WAY THEY SEE 
THE WORLD

• Relationships affect all areas of development.

• Through relationships children learn about their 
world.

• Relationships that support children’s growth “are 
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” (Center on the 
Developing Child Harvard University).



RELATIONSHIPS ARE THE “ACTIVE INGREDIENTS” OF THE 
ENVIRONMENT’S INFLUENCE ON HEALTHY HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Self-confidence

Motivation to learn

Mental health

School achievement

Knowing the difference between right and wrong

Center on the Developing Child Harvard University



INSPIRATION FROM 
MISTER ROGERS

It’s through relationships 
that we learn best and 
grow best ~ Fred Rogers



LIKE YOU, MISTER ROGERS STUDIED CHILD 
DEVELOPMENT



SPREAD YOUR PROFESSIONAL LOVE

Mutually caring relationships require 
kindness and patience, tolerance, 
optimism, joy in the other's 
achievements, confidence in oneself, 
and the ability to give without undue 
thought of gain ~ Fred Rogers



THE LOVE CONNECTION

Dr Jools Page’s research focuses on the term 
‘professional love’ as a way of describing the 
reciprocal relationships that we can develop with 
babies and young children. Professional love is 
not about becoming a surrogate parent but 
about building a professional relationship that 
complements the relationships the child has with 
their families. 

https://www.teachearlyyears.com/images/uploads/article/Und
erstanding_attachment-_Part_2_.pdf

https://www.teachearlyyears.com/images/uploads/article/Understanding_attachment-_Part_2_.pdf


CONNECTION IS THE KEY

In education, emotional development has been 
considered less important, than cognitive 
development.

Children learn best in an environment that 
considers both emotional and cognitive 
development.

In fact, all areas are interconnected and 
developing together.

Building connections is key.

Ask yourself … are the adult-child 
relationships that I am building in my 
practice being inhibited by the lack of 
connection? 

Rather than connecting, are you 
spending too much time correcting and 
directing children?

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/childcare/Clinton.pdf

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/childcare/Clinton.pdf


SIMPLE WAYS 
TO BUILD 
CONNECTIONS

DR. JEAN CLINTON – THE 
POWER OF POSITIVE 
RELATIONSHIPS: 
CONNECTION IS KEY

Be at the child’s level for face-to-face interactions. Be

Use a pleasant, calm voice and simple language while making eye 
contact. Use

Provide warm, responsive physical contact.Provide

Follow the child’s lead and interest during play.Follow

Help children understand your expectations by providing simple but 
clear explanations (not by directing).Help

Take the time to engage children in the process of resolving 
problems and conflicts, rather than reiterating classroom rules.Take Time

Redirect behaviours that challenge.Redirect

Listen to children and encourage them to listen to others and share 
ideas. Listen



• What would you consider an ideal Correction: Direction: Connection 
ratio? There is no right answer.

• Find out whether you can increase the amount of time you are 
connecting with children by conducting your own research into C:D:C. For 
30 minutes record your verbal interactions with children. At the end of 
the time, determine how many minutes you spent correcting, how many 
minutes you spent giving directions, and how many minutes you spent 
connecting.

• What are your results? Let’s say it was 5 minutes correcting, 8 minutes 
directing, 12 minutes connecting. Can you try again, and work on 
reducing correcting, directing and increasing connecting?

• Remember … When there is more connection, there is less need for 
correction and directing.

• Dr. Jean Clinton – The Power of Positive Relationships: Connection is Key

CORRECTION: DIRECTION: 
CONNECTION (C:D:C)



WHAT ELSE CAN YOU DO? AVOID PRAISE!

Reduce over-praising 
children.

Dr. Clinton suggests 
that we need to 

beware of the praise 
trap.

Build positive 
relationships by 

encouraging children 
rather than praising.

Instead of saying, 
“Good job”, say, “You 

have filled in your 
whole paper with 

paint!”. 

Do another 30-minute 
experiment – record 
how many times you 
say “Good job” ... 

Repeat and reduce!



PRAISE 
REINFORCES 
EXTRINSIC 
MOTIVATION

What kids do need is unconditional support, 
love with no strings attached. That’s not just 
different from praise – it’s the opposite of 
praise. “Good job!” is conditional. It means 
we’re offering attention and 
acknowledgement and approval for jumping 
through our hoops, for doing things that please 
us ~ Alfie Kohn



BUILD CONNECTIONS BY REINFORCING INTRINSIC 
MOTIVATION 

Researchers agree that intrinsic motivation promotes students’ willingness to learn 
(Theodotou, 2014). 

According to Covington & Müeller (2001), “intrinsic motivation has been defined 
variously as a tendency to engage in activities for their own sake, just for the 
pleasure derived in performing them or for the satisfaction of curiosity” (p. 163).

What about rewards? Do you believe that giving children rewards (for example, 
stickers) increases intrinsic or extrinsic motivation?



CHILDREN LEARN THROUGH PLAY
If we think that our job is to teach children all we can, so that they learn their numbers 
and letters and how to behave, then we may feel that kids need to do lots of things to 
learn and keep busy. We may act by setting up a program that mainly consists of 
adults directing the children through activities. This is concerning for several reasons. An 
adult-led emphasis on literacy and numeracy means other things need to be left out 
and what too often gets left out are the opportunities for learning through play.

Dr. Jean Clinton – The Power of Positive Relationships: Connection is Key



THE IMPORTANCE OF PLAY
PLAY PROVIDES CHILDREN WITH OPPORTUNITIES TO BUILD 

RESPONSIVE RELATIONSHIPS WITH PEOPLE, PLACES AND MATERIALS!



WHAT IS PLAY?
• Play is pleasurable and enjoyable.

• Play is without extrinsic goals; there is no prescribed 
learning that must occur.

• Play is spontaneous, freely chosen and voluntary.

• Play involves active engagement on the part of the 
player.

If parents and educators try to label experiences 
as play, but in reality,  have specific requirements 
for the activity, then it becomes work not play. 
For example, it is impossible to play with flash 
cards whose purpose is to have a child memorize 
something on each card. This is not playing 
(Dietze & Kashin, 2012). 



THE INGREDIENTS FOR 
RESPONSIVE 
RELATIONSHIPS



DO YOU HAVE 
ENOUGH TIME 
IN YOUR DAY 
TO BUILD 
RESPONSIVE 
RELATIONSHIPS?

• Do some more research … look at your 
schedule. How many transitions are there? 

• Dr. Clinton, asks … How can you build 
relationships with children if you are always 
interrupting them, directing them to the new 
activity or routine, and correcting them if they 
don’t follow your expectations for following the 
schedule?

• Work to reduce transitions and build 
connections!

• WORK TO MAKE MORE TIME FOR CHILDREN 
TO PLAY!



INSPIRATION FROM THE REGGIO EMILIA
APPROACH™

We work within a system of relationships, which are all 
interconnected and reciprocal. When we value relationships 
in our learning environments whether they be outside or 
inside they can become a place of active, inventive, 
communicative, and documentable living where learning can 
happen in different ways. The environment where children, 
educators and community come together is a place for 
reflection and a space of well-being for all. Active 
engagement is possible for educators, children, families and 
community because there is certainty of being listened to as 
ideas are shared. When inviting the exchange of ideas and 
building on these ideas, theories and dreams result in 
respectful, trusting and responsive relationships ~ Lella
Gandini



RESPONSIVE RELATIONSHIPS ARE RECIPROCAL 

• In reciprocal relationships there is a give 
and a take.

• In reciprocal relationships there is mutual 
benefit.

• Are your relationships with children, 
families, colleagues and the community 
reciprocal? 



• Open-ended materials are responsive 
– there is a give and take.

• Open-ended materials can be used in 
many ways.

• Open-ended materials invite 
investigation and complex play 
(HDLH?, 2014).

• Open-ended materials invite 
connection.

BUILD RESPONSIVE 
RELATIONSHIPS WITH 
MATERIALS



BUTTONS ARE RESPONSIVE OPEN-ENDED 
MATERIALS

Do you have childhood memories of playing with buttons?

Buttons evoke memories.

Buttons are sensorial.

Buttons offer creative, mathematical, literacy possibilities and more!

Consider what other open-ended materials you can offer children in your program that will build 
responsive relationships.



WHAT DOES IT MEAN 
TO HAVE A 
RESPONSIVE 
RELATIONSHIP WITH 
PLACES/SPACES? 



THINK BACK TO YOUR CHILDHOOD TO REMEMBER A 
PLACE THAT YOU HAD A RESPONSIVE RELATIONSHIP 

WITH – YOU GAVE TO IT AND IT GAVE BACK TO YOU.



WHAT CAN YOU DO TO HELP CHILDREN BUILD 
RELATIONSHIPS WITH SPACES AND PLACES?

• Children need time to develop 
responsive relationships with spaces 
and places.

• Find special places nearby that you can 
return to over and over again.

• What does the place give to the 
children?

• What can you give to the place? 



BUILD RELATIONSHIPS, BUILD BRAINS

• The development of a child’s brain architecture 
depends on relationships.

• Neuroscience clearly shows that early brain 
development is directly influenced by relationships.

• A child’s early experiences in relationships, whether at 
home or in an early education environment, set the 
stage for future brain functioning.

• “The information gathered in these early relationships 
is at the heart of a rich and complex brain-building 
process. As babies experience responses from their 
caregivers, their brains start to form expectations for 
how they will be treated and how they should respond” 
(Lally & Mangione, 2017).



SERVE AND RETURN

Serve and return interactions shape brain architecture.

When an infant or young child babbles, gestures, or cries, and an adult responds appropriately 
with eye contact, words, or a hug, neural connections are built and strengthened in the child’s brain 
that support the development of communication and social skills. 

This back and forth is fun and builds capacity. 

When you are sensitive and responsive to a young child’s signals and needs, you can provide an 
environment rich in serve and return experiences.

Center on the Developing Child Harvard University



FIVE STEPS FOR SERVE AND RETURN

Practice Practice endings and beginnings.

Take Take turns…and wait. Keep the interaction going back and forth.

Give Give it a name!

Return Return the serve by supporting and encouraging.

Notice Notice the serve and share the child's focus of attention.

Center on the Developing Child Harvard University



THE ROLE OF THE 
EARLY 
CHILDHOOD 
EDUCATOR

Dr. Clinton asks educators 
to think about these words 
in relation to the character 
traits you value in yourself 
and others. How might you 
modify your pedagogical 
approach to teaching to 
foster development of 
these traits in the children 
you care for?



Thank you!
Go forth with love 

and build 
relationships



STAY IN 
TOUCH!

I love staying connected to early learning professionals!

Find me on Facebook – Diane Kashin

Find me on Twitter - @DianeKashin1

Find my Facebook pages – Technology Rich Inquiry Based, 
Resources to Support Child Development and the York Region 
Nature Collaborative

Email me at: diane.kashin@gmail.com

http://gmail.com

