
How Children Learn 
through Relationships 

Continuity of care throughout the day and 
continuity of education throughout the early years 

  

by Sarah Sears and Dr Anne Meade



What is a primary care-giving system?
In early childhood centres with primary care systems, children have ‘their’ special 
person who watches them at a deeper level, knows their every need and is sensitive to 
their subtle signals and cues. The system involves a teacher being the special person 
– the primary care-giver – who is there for a defined number of children and their 
families. 

It is enormously empowering to know you are not alone.
It also provides a supporting teacher for each child who ensures there is consistency 
of care and good communication with families when the primary care-giver is not 
there. 

Background
Daises is a small, ‘boutique’ early childhood education and care centre situated in 
Johnsonville, Wellington which opened in October 2008. Daisies’ philosophy is to 
provide a loving, engaging and pleasing place of learning for babies and children, 
parents and teachers.

Daisies has a separate flexible space called Koromiko for babies aged from about 8 
months to 15 months or when the toddlers demonstrate that they are ready to pass 
through the gate. Nikau has toddlers and young children. Whanake children are 
those who will transition from Daisies to school during the year. Daisies is distinc-
tive in using what is known as a primary care-giving system for children from the day 
they start to the day they finish. 

Primary care systems provide a clear channel of 
communication between centre and home. The 
designated teachers collaborate with parents to 
provide the best possible care and education 
for their child, enhancing the parent-child 
relationship also. We believe that a primary 
care-giving system does not stop after infancy 
or after the first weeks of settling a child. 
Rather, it is a continual process which carries on 
throughout a child’s time at the centre.

This teacher’s relationship 
will never be as important 
to the child as the child’s 
relationship with their 
parent: the parent cares for 
the child because they love 
them so deeply, and a teacher 
loves the child because they 
care for them so intimately 
(Emmi Pikler). 



Why have a primary care-giving system?
“Human relationships, and the effect of relationships on relationships, are the 
building blocks of healthy development”.1

Primary care relationships at home – and in centres – are the main means for young 
children to learn about themselves in relation to others. If a special someone is there 
for them, they learn that they too are special. Without this system, there can be a 
constant churn of adults – daily or weekly, and children won’t feel regarded.

A primary care-giving system is similar to a family where children become securely 
attached to their parents and thereafter feel happy with another familiar person 
when their parents cannot be there. When children experience a stable relationship 
with ‘their’ special teacher, they learn they can trust and feel comfortable relating to 
the other teachers (and children) although the bond is stronger, warmer, with ‘their’ 
special teacher. Raewyne Bary, from Massey Child Care Centre, calls the primary 
caregiver-child connection ‘a pedagogical relation’.2



Emmi Pikler and Magda Gerber showed that infants’ or toddlers’ sense of security 
in non-family care is markedly enhanced when a care-giver is consistently there for 
them. These two infant and toddler experts inspire us at Daisies. 

Pennie Brownlee3 puts it beautifully: “There is no such thing as a baby; there is 
only a baby and someone.” A good primary care system guarantees each child a 
“someone” who constantly carries them in her mind. Systems that often change 
adults who attend to children’s intimate needs can foster insecure relationships that 
are detrimental to children’s emotional health, and increase the chances of distress 
blocking their learning. 

The New Zealand early childhood curriculum, Te Whāriki (1996) states: “children 
should experience an environment where they experience a consistent relationship 
with one person.” The government acted on research showing the significance of 
primary caregiving.

 “Consistent, responsive, … respectful relationships in early childhood settings 
will create a foundation upon which future relationships learning will be built”4 

• A sense of security for parents that their child’s primary care-giver will comfort 
and provide consistent care for their child when they cannot be there. (Having 
their special person who will phone or text that all is well can be very assuring).

An effective primary care system guarantees:
• Each child someone who constantly 
      carries them in their mind
• More time devoted to the special 

relationship with the teacher 
acknowledging the child’s own pace 

      of learning
• A deep holistic understanding of the 

temperament of the child and the 
      child’s development
• Detailed and indepth knowledge of their 

communication, thus enabling the teacher 
to be responsive, extend and accelerate 
language learning, and strengthen 
competencies (e.g., those spelled out in the 
New Zealand Curriculum for schools)



What does this look like at Daisies?
Each child has a Key Teacher (primary care-giver) who assumes overall responsibility 
for the well-being, learning and development of the child in the centre, and carries 
out most of the intimate care-moments for the child. Key Teachers have a designated 
group of children who are reasonably similar in age– the younger the age, the smaller 
the designated number. Children are not expected to interact solely with their 
assigned Key Teacher or be in set groups. 

Selection of a new child’s Key Teacher is based on: connections made during an early 
visit to Daisies; the age of the child; any older sibling’s Key Teacher; and the size 
of each teacher’s group. During settling visits the Key Teacher explains she will be 
the main point of contact for the family. A supporting Key Teacher is also assigned 
for each child. Supporting Key Teachers step up their involvement when the Key 
Teacher is absent, or if she leaves Daisies. Both these teachers engage in relationship-
building, and share information generously to ensure consistency. Then transitions 
between teachers are smooth and flow well. 

It is the Key Teacher’s responsibility to support the child to gradually build trusting 
relationships with others. She sensitively observes what fascinates them and gives 
them pleasure. She coordinates the documenting of their developmental progressions 
and investigations. 

When a few children from 
Koromiko are ready to 
‘ascend’ to the Nikau space, 
the appropriate Key Teacher 
moves physically with 
them. This shared transition 
maintains the secure and 
familiar relationships. A 
teacher whose ‘key’ children 
have recently started school 
will become a Koromiko Key 
Teacher for new babies and 
their families. 



 How does it work? 
An effective primary care system has several features. A key one is a team approach. 
Every member on the team must be on board to maintain availability and a 
consistency in their approach. The whole team share knowledge of the child too, 
which is coordinated by the Key Teacher. The Key Teacher-child relationship creates a 
platform in which other relationships can be made and developed by the child. 

Flexibility is needed. Sometimes a primary care-giver may need to adjust her own 
schedule or plans to follow the rhythm of the child. For example, at Daisies, we will 
change the teacher’s start times or lunches to ensure availability for a new child’s 
arrival in the centre. Often we communicate and change places on ‘an initiative’ 
basis. For example, if a Key Teacher wants to extend a child’s interest in a ‘teachable 
moment’ outdoors, she can swap spaces with another teacher who was outside. If 
the Key Teacher and child want to be together for lunch or sleep time this too is 
arranged.

What are some challenges?
Challenges can occur if a primary caregiver’s mind-set becomes focused on the 
interests of the teacher and not the child: when she desires an exclusive relationship. 
If a teacher forgets she is “in it for the child”, and focuses on her own needs, she 
can set up an unhealthy dependency on her.  This situation is mitigated by the 
supporting teacher also developing a close relationship with the child and family. 
A variation of this challenge could be a primary care-giver getting hung up on the 
‘special way’ she changes a child’s nappy, or helps a child to get dressed, so much so 
she blocks other teachers performing these care moments even when a child assents. 
Such behaviour signals lack of trust in the team. The child who detects this may 
become anxious when their Key Teacher is not there. When special ways are shared 
knowledge, and everyone in the team carries them out, children learn to trust and to 
feel safe and loved, no matter what. 



 
Conclusion

Experience, discussion and reading have helped us identify what makes the primary 
care-giving system work well for our mixed-age centre: a team approach with 
frequent communication, flexibility, and a mind-set focused on the child. 

Sarah attests that through working at Daisies with this relationship-based approach, 
she has noticed that the infants, toddlers and young children’s well-being is 
nurtured, they are confident at initiating and maintaining relationships, sustaining 
meaningful conversations and deepening their learning alongside others.  

 Do older children need primary care? 
Daisies provides a primary-care system for children of all ages. Although older 
children do not need nappy changes or bottle feeds, they still need an adult who 
will delight in them and deeply care for them – that ‘special someone’ they know 
will always be there for them, and comfort them. At Daisies this relationship looks 
different for every child. One child’s trust may be satisfied when the Key Teacher 
reads a story every morning on the couch. For another child, she and her Key Teacher 
may enjoy an activity sparked by the child. Whatever the case, the older child benefits 
from being held in this special person’s mind, thus deepening their sense of self-worth 
and belonging 

We can testify that consistent and 
responsive relationships, enabled 
by flexible systems, do create a 
foundation upon which children’s 
relationships learning is built. 
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