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12 E.L ESSA et al.

One of the most important needs of infants and toddlers is for regular, pre-
dictable caregiving which allows babies to develop a special relationship with a
familiar adult (Honig, 1985). Yet so often group child care is structured to ignore
that need. Children are classed by age, and when they have reached a particular
milestone, they are moved to another group, with a new teacher. Furthermore,
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CONTINUITY OF CARE 13

ments were found to be less competent in interactions with peers (Howes & Stewart,
1987). One study assessed the separation stress of infants and toddlers in the process
of "graduating" to a new class. They found that children were more fussy and
aggressive, slept less during nap and cried more before going to sleep, were more
active, and exhibited more problems at home during the move to a new class (Field,
Vega-Lahr &Jagadish, 1984).

The impact of unstable caregiving during the first years of life has been docu-
mented longitudinally as well. Children who experienced more changes in caregivers
presented more behavior problems as preschoolers (McCartney et al, 1997).
Howes and Hamilton (1993) found that children whose primary caregiver changed
at around age 1 were more aggressive and socially withdrawn and less outgoing
at age 4. On the other hand, children who experienced a close, ongoing rela-
tionship with their toddler teachers were more socially competent at
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14 E.L. ESSA et al.

ATTACHMENT AND TRUST

The clearest benefit of the practice of continuity of care for infants and toddlers
is to children, in the close relationship they build with their primary caregivers over
the 3-year period. Children exhibit an evident level of trust and comfort, which
comes from knowing their teachers so well. Teachers, in turn, recognize and
understand the cues of the
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TEACHER-PARENT RELATIONS

Another highly rewarding aspect of 3-year continuity is the close relationship that
develops between parents and teachers. As Miller suggests, when parents first place
their child in someone else's care, they have to learn "to trust another individual
with their cherished baby" (1995, p.75). This trust gradually turns into mutual
respect as parents and teachers share in the development and nurture of the baby.
Both recognize and acknowledge the importance of this unique, special little human
being. Thus, the child's first teacher earns an important place in the life of the
family. As one parent recently said, after his son left the infant/toddler teacher he
had been with for 3 years, "You will always have a special place in our family." When
the child remains with the same teacher for a 3-year period, that trust and mutual
respect not only continue but grow.

The special relationship between parents and teachers is facilitated by the need
for daily communication between them because they need to share information that
is important in the care of a new infant This daily exchange of information about
the baby's routines, accomplishments, reactions, and moods sets the background
on which trust is built. Parents learn that they can trust the judgment of the teacher
and teachers learn that their observations are valued and relished by parents who
leave their children reluctantly in the care of someone else. Over time these daily
acts of sharing develop into a deeper bond by the adults who enjoy and share in
the care of the child. Later, when parents and teachers engage in more formal
parent conferences, the comfort that has built during the multi-year period makes
such meetings more meaningful and productive.

Parents at the Child and Family Research Center articulate the benefits they see
from this 3-year continuity with great enthusiasm. They recognize the importance
of a solid foundation for their little ones, based on a relationship of trust and
stability. They come to rely on the insights and knowledge of the teacher that grow
out of the teacher's familiarity with the child. As one parent put it, "My daughter
is very close to her teachers. Sara always talks about them at home and is very
comfortable with them. I know who is going to take care of Sara and that is the
best feeling for me. It really lessens my guilt at leaving her when I know she is with
adults who care about her and know her so well." Another parent commented on
the closeness of the entire group. Her son knows the teachers, his classmates, and
his classmates' parents extremely well. The mini-community of the classroom is an
important and cherished part of his life.

TRANSITIONS

One of the most difficult times for very young children is during transitions. Infants
and toddlers are much more comfortable with what is faipiiiar than with change.
Transitions to new experiences have to be carefully thought through, as others who
work with infants and toddlers have documented (e.g., Daniels, 1993). When the
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16 E.L ESSA et al.

staff at the Child and Family Research Center began the 3-year continuity arrange-
ment, they thought that the change to new classrooms would now be effortless, and
in many ways such transitions were eased since teachers and children, as a group,
moved together to the new environment in the fall. Before the continuity program
when, children got not only a new room but also a new teacher, it took the toddlers
six to eight weeks to adjust to the change, similar to the research findings of Field
and her colleagues (1984). Now, however, children seem to adjust within 2 weeks
to the change, a considerably less stressful improvement

The children who find the room transition most difficult are the 1-year-olds,
changing from the relatively low-key infant room to the more stimulating 1-year-
olds* class. Teachers carefully plan transitions to allow children to become comfortable
enough with their new environment During the summer before the change, children
often make brief visits to the new room; in addition, some of the toys to o o
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CONTINUITY OF CARE 17

is often barely noticeable; but with infants and toddlers, such an age difference can
indicate a very wide range of abilities and skills. In fact, it has been suggested that
"when you enrol new children, try to keep a given caregiver's children as close in
age as possible" (Miller, 1995, p.76). This recommendation, however, might be
difficult to implement in a small program or in one where there is only one class
for infants, one for 1-year-olds, and one for 2-year olds. At the Child and Family
Research Center, experience has taught the teachers that the concern about age-
span is really a non-issue.

Teachers find that when children are at different stages, the adults can enjoy each
accomplishment of each child as it takes place rather than having it diminished
by the fact that most or all of the children are learning the same task within a
relatively short period of time. This allows children, teachers, and parents to delight
fully in each child's unique achievement This also underscores the importance of
individualization of the program for each child. The teachers have also found that
for the children, the cohort of familiar peers, with whom they have literally spent
most of their lives, is much more important than age differences. This becomes
apparent during periods of transition, for instance as the group moves to the
preschool class. Children find comfort in each other and become very protective
toward members of their group.

One interesting example of a wide age-span within one class occurred a few years
ago when two children, who had just turned 1, were enrolled mid-year in the
1-year-olds' class. The other toddlers were all older, some by almost 12 months. The
first challenge for the teachers was to help the newcomers establish a sense of trust
in their teachers and then to help these children integrate into an already estab-
lished group. The difference in age-span became particularly apparent when the
teachers realized that one of the new children, Todd, was not just one of the
youngest in the group but was also developmentally delayed. In a group where
everyone soon was quite verbal, Todd was noticeably different. YTj
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familiarity. In addition, the relations between teachers and parents are close and
enduring. They recognize that for those all-important earliest years, they share in
the nurture and care of their very special child. The comfort of well-known teachers
helps children deal with transitions, which inevitably occur as they grow older,
nonetheless,
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