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Executive summary

Sensitive, responsive caregiving builds positive relationships between young children and the adults around them.
Changes to hormones and brain networks, as well as behavioral patterns, all suggest that these early positive
relationships serve as a foundation for lifelong learning skills.

Children who experience early positive relationships see benefits to their future relationships with others, as well as their
cognitive development and their academic outcomes.

Children’s relationships with teachers also matter for their engagement in learning and their academic outcomes.

Policy makers can invest in support for families and schools to enable sensitive and responsive interactions between
children and adults, which will in turn serve as a foundation to learning.

 

Introduction

Globally, there is a focus on what should be considered central aspects of teacher competency frameworks (see International
Task Force on Teachers for Education 2030 Discussion paper on Action Track 3 for the Transforming Education Summit). The
present brief contributes to this discussion by suggesting that skills to support children’s positive relationships with adults
should be prioritized, because relationships matter for children’s general development, their engagement in learning and for
their academic outcomes. In this brief we first review the literature on positive early relationships between infants and their
caregivers, and we argue that the biological and behavioral benefits of sensitive caregiving can extend to relationships in
school. We draw on the science of learning to demonstrate that teachers can support lifelong learning skills by building
positive relationships with their students. Recommendations for policy makers include ensuring support for teachers to
develop their relational pedagogy, and an investment in structures that support families’ first steps together.

Positive relationships build infants’ brain and behavior from birth.

Lifelong learning skills are built on foundations of health, security and opportunities for learning during infancy[1] (see the
Nurturing care framework from the World Health Organization, World Bank and UNICEF). Early interactions that are sensitive,
responsive, and adjusted to the child’s interests and needs create a predictable and safe environment for infants, even
though they cannot meet their own needs. When adults care for babies in a sensitive way, infants learn that they can trust
people to look after their needs and they form bonds often referred to as ‘attachment’[2]. When infants develop a secure
attachment to their caregivers, they are more comfortable exploring the world around them. That trust not only leads infants
to feel at ease even when things are uncertain, but it also means they are more likely to take cues to guide their own learning
from trusted adults[3].

The quality of infants’ attachments to caregivers is reflected in their biology[4]. One of the evolutionarily primitive subcortical
parts of our brain that we share with other animals, known as the limbic system and specifically the HPA axis (hypothalamic-
pituitairy-adrenocortical axis), is particularly susceptible to social interactions in early childhood (see also this review of the
evidence on adverse childhood experiences).

In a study with very young babies[5], researchers measured mothers’ and infants’ cardiovascular activity with sensors on the
skin during stressful and non-stressful situations. Infants and mothers were more ‘in tune’ with each other (showing correlated
physiological signals over time) when mothers experienced stress than when they did not.  These findings highlight infants’
physiological connection with their caregivers, especially when there is a potentially alarming situation. Infants’ interactions
with adults not only provide signals to infants, but they can also provide tools or ‘buffers’, so that infants themselves can
adjust their responses to their environment and not be overwhelmed. In particular, young children who experience sensitive
caregiving are more likely to be able to regulate their own emotions in the long term, than young children whose early
interactions are less sensitive[6]. In other words, sensitive caregiving in early infancy has a biological impact on the child, which
can be a protective factor for how very young children respond to challenges.

Not only are these effects of early relationships visible in the brain and in infants’ physiology, but similar patterns are seen in
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behaviors. When children have close, responsive caregivers they are more likely to grow up to have positive relationships with
other people in their lives[7]. Early relationships set patterns in the child’s thinking and behavior which can last a lifetime.

Positive relationships are associated with early cognitive development.

The nurturing care that brings about the biological changes described above also has an effect on observable behavioral
outcomes. In a US study, researchers assessed the general developmental status of nine-month-olds (using the standardized
Bayley scales), and also examined the ways they interacted with their own mother three months earlier at six months of age[8].
The researchers reported that when caregivers were sensitive and responsive with their six-month-olds (for example showing
an understanding of the baby’s intention or need, and responding in a timely way), babies were more likely to have higher
general developmental scores three months later, compared to babies whose caregivers tended to be less engaged with
them.

It is possible that close interactions with a caregiver support development by enhancing opportunities for learning from
others. For example, researchers found that infants’ and caregivers’ brain waves were more in tune when the adult was
looking directly at the infant[9]. The infants also babbled more when the adults were looking directly at them, indicating that
mutual gaze might put infants into a state of ‘readiness’ for communication with adults, or at the very least, for interaction.
The authors describe these findings as showing a co-networked brain state that can support sharing of information – in other
words, brains that fire together, learn together.

It is important to remember that almost all of the research on early bonding and interactions between infants and their
caregivers is conducted with families from the global north. Interactions between adults and very young children can vary by
culture. In middle class North American and European families, for example, it is fairly common to sit face to face with a baby
mimicking facial expressions[10]. Adults in other cultures may have other preferred ways of interacting with young babies[11].
Nevertheless, in all cultures caregivers find ways to send signals to babies that are reassuring, sensitive and that can promote
infants’ sense of connectedness to adults. As one example of sensitive interactions that may not involve direct gaze,
Cameroonian babies pay more attention to their surroundings when they have body contact through rocking while an adult
sings to them, than when they are not being touched[12].  Indeed, touch can be an important source of physiological regulation
for infants, and can thus serve a similar function to shared eye gaze in establishing a connection between infant and
caregiver, putting them in tune with each other[13].
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Positive relationships are also associated with longer term cognitive development.

Not only is sensitive caregiving associated with developmental outcomes in infancy, but also in the longer term. A meta-
analysis of 106 research studies showed that children who are brought up with sensitive and responsive parenting are more
likely to demonstrate higher levels of self-regulation, showing relatively consistent findings all through childhood to the age of
18[14]. Self-regulation reflects children’s ability to adjust to the circumstances rather than being driven by their emotions or
automatic habits[15]. For example, a child raising their hand and waiting for the teacher to call on them for an answer (instead
of shouting out an answer) would require some self-regulation. When children have had more experiences of sensitive and
responsive caregiving, they show stronger self-regulation as they grow up.

In addition to general development and specific aspects of development like self-regulation, early relationships with parents
predict academic outcomes. A huge meta-analysis brought together over 300 studies that examined how parenting is
associated with children’s and adolescents’ grade point average or their performance on academic achievement tests.i
[16]Overall, the associations were fairly minor (small statistical effect sizes), yet the findings were consistent across the studies.
On the one hand, when adults communicate clearly, even with young children, about expectations, when they grant
appropriate amounts of freedom and choice, and when interactions are warm, children’s academic outcomes tend to be
better in the long run. This aligns with the infancy research reviewed above, showing the importance of sensitive and
responsive interaction between caregivers and children. On the other hand when adults are controlling and harsh, and when
they put pressure on learners with corporal punishment or by inducing guilt, children’s academic outcomes tend to be worse
in the long run. There may however be some nuances to note, when it comes to cultural values. For example, although a
second large review showed these effects seem to replicate around the globe, a small number of studies indicate that in
collectivist cultures, having more freedom and being involved in decisions are not necessarily associated with better
academic outcomes for children[17].

One of the key differences between learning in and out of school is that, in the former, there are many children in a class
often with just one adult. So one might wonder whether relationships play the same role in children’s learning and
development in a school setting as they do at home.

Positive relationships between children and teachers are associated with better learning outcomes.

As it happens a lot of research on teacher-student relationships draws on the model of early parent-child interactions, based
on the types of findings reviewed above[18]. Positive relationships in school, based on teachers’ warmth, sensitivity and
responsiveness, just like at home, seem to have benefits for children’s learning[19]. Relationships between students and teachers
are not only foundational to academic outcomes[20]. Positive relationships show an even stronger association with learners’
engagement[21]. Although the quality of children’s relationships with adults at home is correlated with the quality of their
relationships with adults at school, some work has shown that sensitive teachers can moderate the effects of an insensitive
home environment for children[22]. This suggests that school can be a form of ‘intervention’ to moderate difficult circumstances
at home.

In a school context, relational pedagogy centers relationships between teachers and learners in formal school settings[23].
Relational pedagogy differs from a ‘service delivery’ model of education, and comes with challenges, notably due to the
assumption that relationships are an individualized rather than a standardized factor for school leaders to contend with[24].

The research on relationships between teachers and learners, like the work reviewed above on the importance of
relationships between caregivers and infants, is also influenced by attachment theory which focuses on the development of a
child’s individual sense of self. This fundamentally conceptualises relationships as being between two individuals. It is worth
noting that almost all of the evidence for a biological impact of relationships on young children is from studies of parenting,
rather than studies of children and their teachers; and as noted above, the majority of peer-reviewed studies have been
conducted in white, middle-class Western populations. This is an area for future research to explore. Important questions
remain, for example, about the features of relational pedagogy in contexts where community and harmony are central
values, rather than prioritizing the development of the individual.

Policy recommendations

In this final section we suggest some implications for policy following from the review of research on the importance of
positive relationships at home and school for lifelong learning.



First, the focus on learners’ relationships with the adults around them is particularly important for equity in education. 
Trauma-informed teachingii, for example, is an approach that accounts for the importance of relationships and a secure base
for learning[25]. A focus on establishing positive relationships could be particularly effective when working with displaced
learners and teachers, and those whose experiences of group education settings (learning outside the home) are limited.

At the level of teacher competencies and professional development, there are some resources that one can draw on, when
thinking about how to bring these into practice.

An example of some guidance for teachers that accounts for relational pedagogy is the ShREC approach published by the
UK’s Education Endowment Foundation. This approach, which can be adapted for very young children or older children,
suggests that teachers connect with the learners in their class by making eye contact and tuning into their needs (which can
include getting down to their level), show an interest in what they are doing, build on what the child is saying or doing and
continue to engage the child with back and forth interactions. The recommendations are similar to the approaches that we
saw earlier in the parenting literature that can establish positive relationships through sensitive caregiving.

This can work in a setting where there are relatively low numbers of children per adult, and where it is the norm to do small
group work or children choosing their own learning activities. In settings where the norm is large group teacher-led direct
instruction, this approach cannot be used consistently throughout lessons. Teachers can use it at the start and end of sessions
when children are arriving and leaving (for example having some unstructured time where they interact with children as they
arrive, show an interest in how things are going at home, etc). In such settings, in between blocks of instruction, when they
might engage the children in songs or moving around, teachers can select games that involve back and forth between the
teacher and individual children or between two children, to create more opportunities for sensitivity and responsiveness, on
an individual basis, that might not be present during whole group instruction.

Within initial teacher training and continuing professional development, it is important to include knowledge of child
development in teacher competency frameworks so that teachers can appreciate why they need to invest time in building
warm, positive relationships with their learners. Taking the research further towards implementation at scale, researchers may
want to test mentorship programmes for teachers and school leaders to reflect on relational pedagogy and the interpersonal
aspects in their classrooms and schools, with the aim of developing warm and supportive relationships between teachers and
students, and thus, developmental and academic outcomes in the longer term.

Policy makers can invest in structural support for families, recognizing that relationships flourish when there are integrated
services and streamlined transitions for children between home and school[26].

Research in the science of learning suggests that investments in positive relationships for learners from the very youngest
ages will benefit children’s general development, their engagement in their learning, and their academic outcomes.

i Note that although these outcome measures are very specific, research reviewed below about the importance of
relationships between teachers and their learners shows that test scores, overall engagement in learning is also associated
with positive relationships.

ii Trauma-informed approaches can include building knowledge about the effects of adverse experiences on learners’
readiness to learn, developing systems within schools to promote emotional safety, and self-care for educators. For a review
see also Thomas, Crosby & Vanderhaar (2019).
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