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Chapter 1
Interdependencies and Possibilities 
for Infant-Toddler Wellbeing in Early 
Childhood Education

Gloria Quinones and Andrea Delaune

Abstract  In this chapter, we introduce the work of the contributing scholars who 
offer international research with infant-toddlers. We discuss fresh approaches to 
infant-toddler wellbeing. These diverse perspectives offer a meaningful way to 
think more about infant-toddlers, agentic, curious and joyful beings, as we speculate 
about their interdependency with humans, non-humans, time and space situated in 
early childhood settings across the globe. Wellbeing is a complex and contemporary 
concept; this book provides fresh and vibrant research narratives that lead forward 
infant-toddler education, pedagogy and what matters to infant-toddler engagement 
with the world.

�Introduction

Wellbeing is a central concept explored in this book, focusing on younger children 
we refer to as ‘infant-toddlers’. The discussion of wellbeing is set within early 
childhood settings across the globe, presenting diverse theoretical, philosophical 
and methodological perspectives on the wellbeing of infants, toddlers and educators.

Wellbeing is a complex and multifaceted construct that requires us to understand 
it from the point of view of children and their everyday lives (Casas & Frønes, 
2020). Gibbons et al. (2017) argue for bringing complexity to the concept of wellbe-
ing, which needs to be considered in relation to infants, families, teachers and their 
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communities to support better understandings of wellbeing. Wellbeing related to the 
concept of the ‘good life’ has a significant connection to the ways in which they 
[people] know they are being well. These ways of being also correspond to the com-
munities infants live in (Gibbons et al., 2017).

Our focus is on infant-toddlers, the relationships they form in early childhood 
settings with educators, teachers and peers in early childhood settings, and how 
these relationships are situated within the flow of time and place. A key stimulus for 
the project started from a conversation between the editors about the following sen-
tence from Te Whāriki: He Whāriki Mātauranga mō ngā Mokopuna o Aotearoa: 
Early Childhood Curriculum (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2017), which 
states that ‘the wellbeing of each child is interdependent with the wellbeing of their 
kaiako, parents, and whānau’ (p. 20). When wellbeing is situated as an interdepen-
dent concept, each individual’s wellbeing is connected and interdependent with oth-
ers. This situates interdependencies at the heart of reciprocal and collaborative 
relationships, fostering opportunities for connection with people, places and things. 
It also prioritises the need to attend to the wellbeing of all involved in the setting 
owing to these connections. The chapters within this book explore these connec-
tions in various ways to enhance current understandings of wellbeing in infant-
toddler early childhood contexts.

The chapter authors bring research findings from various regions, exploring local 
understandings of wellbeing and offering opportunities to meaningfully reconsider 
the fleeting nature of the lives of the youngest citizens in societies like Aotearoa 
New Zealand, Australia, Brazil, Greece, Norway, Portugal and the United Kingdom. 
Estola et al. (2014) remind us that children’s wellbeing requires adults to play key 
roles in validating their experiences, ‘provide opportunities for children to be heard, 
and promote both their interpretation and their lived experience of well-being’ 
(p. 939). From the chapter authors, we hear of multiple moments of lived experi-
ences of wellbeing through connectivity between adults and infant-toddlers. These 
moments of connectivity between adults and infant-toddlers are grounded within 
everyday experiences ranging from providing food and supporting transitions to 
fostering a sense of belonging and love. However, we recognise the wider political 
landscape in which infants are situated that implicates their experiences of wellbe-
ing. We turn to this landscape for further consideration of wellbeing, focusing on 
policy and curriculum documents within our own contextual settings—Australia 
and Aotearoa New Zealand—in the next section.

�Early Childhood Wellbeing: Policy 
and Curriculum Landscapes

A stronger focus was placed on the wellbeing of children during the pandemic, and 
financial investment in improving children’s and families’ wellbeing was a strong 
focus in policy and pedagogy (Campbell et  al., 2021). In the policy landscape, 
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wellbeing has received strong attention in early childhood education. In the first 
instance, the sustainable development goals adopted by the United Nations in 2015, 
goal three refers to good health and wellbeing, which will ensure healthy lives and 
promote wellbeing for all at all ages. In their report, good health and wellbeing with 
reference to improving the health of young children, including increasing childhood 
vaccinations and promoting countries investing in health systems to improve the 
health of young children, preventing diseases (United Nations, 2021). A focal point 
is on young children’s health and discussions offered around how COVID-19 has 
affected access to treatment, such as for tuberculosis, to mention some. Overall, 
children paying attention to their health, in turn, improves their wellbeing.

Casas and Frønes (2020) discuss how the Convention on the Rights of Children, 
Article 29, focuses on the evolving child and wellbeing and reaching their full 
potential. Placing the child at the centre, their agentic self and an image of the child 
with talents and mental and physical abilities will aid the flourishment of their 
wellbeing.

Early childhood education in Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand emphasises 
children’s wellbeing as a learning outcome (Bone, 2019). Early childhood is a sig-
nificant moment in children’s lives for their learning, development and wellbeing 
(Australian Government Department of Education [AGDE], 2022). The Belonging, 
Being and Becoming, Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (AGDE, 2022) 
describes wellbeing as a learning outcome where children develop a strong sense of 
wellbeing. This takes place in relationships with children’s families and educators 
in connection to their communities.

In the learning outcome, children have a strong sense of wellbeing. Children’s 
bodies are at the centre, including their physical health, wellbeing, holistic develop-
ment and learning. As children become strong in their social, emotional and mental 
wellbeing, it is suggested that they will be confident interacting with others, com-
municate their physical and emotional needs to others, and explore the world accept-
ing and taking challenges, to mention some. The role of the educator in promoting 
holistic wellbeing is to provide a responsive and supportive approach to valuing 
children’s initiatives (AGDE, 2022).

In Aotearoa New Zealand, ‘Mana Atua | Wellbeing’ is one of the five strands of 
the national early childhood curriculum document Te Whāriki: He whāriki 
mātauranga mō ngā mokopuna o Aotearoa: Early Childhood Curriculum (New 
Zealand Ministry of Education [NZMoE], 2017, hereafter Te Whāriki). Akin to the 
UNESCO SGD focus where health leads to wellbeing, Te Whāriki positions a focus 
on health for wellbeing, including self-care for healthy living. The learning out-
comes are related to keeping themselves healthy, self-care and keeping themselves 
and others safe from harm. However, in light of the precedence given to children’s 
holistic development and te ao Māori (Māori world views) on interconnectedness, 
wellbeing is also more important than physical health, including emotional wellbe-
ing, as infants and toddlers are supported to learn how to manage and express their 
feelings and needs, including ‘a sense of personal worth and cultural identity’ 
(NZMoE, 2017, p. 27).
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Furthermore, wellbeing is identified as a key element within one of the principles 
of Te Whāriki, ‘Whānau tangata | Family and Community’. In this principle, wellbe-
ing is conceptualised as an interdependent phenomenon through the statement, ‘The 
wellbeing of each child is interdependent with the wellbeing of their kaiako, parents 
and whānau’ (NZMoE, 2017, p.20). This principle brings the concept of wellbeing 
beyond the infant and toddler into the broader relationships that affect the life of the 
infant and toddler. In this way, wellbeing cannot be solely located within the indi-
vidual and needs to be acknowledged as part of a wider network of interconnected 
interdependence that influences the ‘good life’ for infants and toddlers.

The scope of policy and curriculum landscape is broadened within the book to 
examine a wider range of contexts beyond the Australasian area. This expanded 
focus provides a comprehensive overview of the diverse contexts for infant and tod-
dler wellbeing from various international perspectives. Collectively, we contribute 
new insights into the global conversation on wellbeing, carefully considering how it 
is constituted and where it can be enhanced. In the next section, we explore the theo-
retical and methodological approaches that have been prominent in our collective 
inquiry into the wellbeing of infants and toddlers.

�Theoretical and Methodological Approaches 
to Infant-Toddler Wellbeing

In early childhood education, examining the concept of wellbeing depends on the 
perspective one adopts, such as psychological or philosophical (Lewis, 2019). 
Lewis (2019) suggests that children’s wellbeing, no matter what discipline, needs to 
account for young children as ‘social actors and agents of change’ (p. 306).

The book covers a range of theoretical and philosophical perspectives, and 
debates grand theories that early childhood education that have predominately 
shaped early childhood education. For instance, attachment theory is challenged by 
Neder, Santos de Sosta and von Dent (Chap. 2), who argue that traditional attach-
ment approaches rarely consider the dynamic of group settings in early childhood 
education. In their discussion of attachment, Neder et al. (Chap. 2) focus on a dyadic 
relationship rather than thinking of a collective approach to developing sensitive 
relationships with young children. Further, they suggest that attachment theory 
focuses on the attachment figure and the child’s ‘secure base as a reliable person’. 
When the child develops an insecure attachment figure, it leads to an insecure 
attachment and possible dysfunctional relationships. As this discourse became 
familiar in early childhood education, expectations about educators taking a substi-
tutive maternal role were expected, without a consideration that early childhood 
settings are situated in a group and relationships are built in a collective environ-
ment. A proposed cultural-historical perspective is presented to understand the com-
plex social worlds of infants, focusing on their interactions, as engagement and their 
emotional wellbeing, as their positive affects such as enjoyment, relaxation, vitality 
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and openness and they engage with people, space and using communicative bodily 
resources.

Norman focuses on Winnicott’s object theory psychology. She explains that for 
Winnicott, the infant is connected with the mother as one. As the infant develops 
into a toddler, their interest in objects and people around them changes. The object 
supports the transition all infants take from ‘merged with the mother’ to ‘in relation 
with mother’. Infants may select an object that feels special to them, which supports 
the inevitable separation from their mother or main carer. The transitional object is 
chosen by the infant during their first 6 months of life, and this object possesses 
‘sensory qualities reminiscent of the mother, such as the smell or touch of the 
object’.

New and established philosophers in education feature within the book, shedding 
new light on the centrality of infant and toddler wellbeing and bringing it to the fore. 
Manning-Morton revisits Pikler and Goldschmied to draw attention to the long-
standing consideration these thinkers have brought to a careful pedagogy that 
ensures infant and toddler wellbeing is brought to the fore. This pedagogical focus 
places emphasis on the experiences of care that comprise the infant and toddlers’ 
everyday lives, particularly the significance that these events can have for enhancing 
wellbeing. Through focused and consistent attention in these routines, choreo-
graphed by Pikler and endorsed by the ‘key teacher approach’ of Goldschmied, the 
quality of the adults’ interactions with the infant or toddler is enhanced to promote 
close connection, thereby enhancing wellbeing. Manning-Morton’s focus on careful 
and respectful interactions has much in common with Delaune’s reading of 
Murdochian love.

Delaune brings the moral philosophy of Iris Murdoch to bear upon the nature of 
wellbeing for infants and toddlers by extending the conceptualisation of wellbeing 
as an interdependent concept. In Murdochian philosophy, love is key to how we 
come to know and understand others in the world, with subsequent impact on our 
interactions with them in the future. Love is particularly relevant within relation-
ships with infants and toddlers and has been an area of growing consideration inter-
nationally in early childhood education. Manning-Morton and Delaune agree that 
attention is of critical importance in the care of infants and toddlers. Delaune draws 
from the Murdochian philosophical concept of attention to bring focus to the role of 
the teacher’s thoughts about their pedagogical practices with infants and toddlers 
and how love can serve as a connecting link between the educator and infant/toddler 
to enhance practice and mutual feelings of wellbeing.

Quinones, Boyd, Tesar and Reinertsen examine the philosophical and metaphys-
ical dimensions of the concept of wellbeing, including time and space; dynamic 
interdependence between human, non-human and more-than-human entities; and 
immanence. Quinones discusses how post-human approaches invite us to think 
about the intra-actions between the human and non-human that are active and entan-
gled in the world. She focuses on time fluctuations and the interdependency of well-
being connected to materials, time and space in an infant-toddler room. Boyd and 
Tesar’s chapter discusses intra-connected using Barad’s concept of intra-activity to 
show how wellbeing is a complex construct that involves ‘agential relations that 
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manifest in fluid actions, modalities, emotions, and events’. Through sharing narra-
tives from their research with infant-toddlers, they demonstrate infants’ intra-
connectivity with objects, emotions, places and space, letting go, being open-minded 
and curious, to seeing more how wellbeing is interdependent of everything. In the 
last chapter, Reinertsen enhances our view of wellbeing by ‘valuing the possibilities 
that openness can bring’ and questioning how, when we enter researching in early 
childhood education, we take a position of not knowing or yet to know; this also 
enables us to flourish wellbeing. Together, these three chapters invite us to consider 
wellbeing as being and becoming, in a more fluid, existential way.

�Methodologies Employed to Study Infant-Toddler Wellbeing

To examine wellbeing, a range of methodologies are employed, from quantitative, 
survey methods to qualitative and post-qualitative video observation approaches, 
for example, to understand Greek educators’ views on how toys enhance children’s 
wellbeing. The use of video observations has been a useful visual methodology to 
understand infant-toddlers’ learning and wellbeing, Ridgway, Quinones, and Li 
(2020) explain visual methodology using video data to capture moments of infant-
toddlers change and transformation, revealing the relational nature of infant-toddler 
pedagogy. Neder et al.’s use of video observations provided an observational form 
to study infants’ first year in the early childhood setting. Video observations can be 
used to study and describe infants’ locomotion, exploration and peer interactions in 
detail. Stapleton et al. suggest that video offers an opportunity for readers to explore 
infant-toddlers’ peer interactions in naturalistic environments.

We introduce the interdependencies of wellbeing, developed in three sections: 
(a) interdependencies with people, places and things; (b) interdependencies of well-
being and its relation to infant-toddler pedagogy; and (c) wellbeing manifested 
through infant-toddlers flourishing into the future.

How Is Wellbeing Manifested through Interdependencies 
with People, Places and Things?

Wellbeing is improved through a caring relationship (Tronto, 2013). In referring to 
young children, Tronto reminds us that caring for young children requires skills but, 
at the same time, different types of care work. Therefore, caring is a complex pro-
cess. In early childhood settings, infant-toddler wellbeing is facilitated by group 
interactions and relationships with objects and environments. Infant-toddler wellbe-
ing is expressed in playful exchange, happiness and shared care for peers (Ridgway, 
Li, & Quinones, 2020).
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The first section of this book focuses on the interdependence between infant-
toddlers and educators in the early childhood setting, and with significant objects 
and environments and their relationship with wellbeing. In Chap. 2, Neder et al. 
focus on infant’s wellbeing connected to their socio-emotional development as they 
transition from home to the early childhood setting. In this chapter, wellbeing is 
expanded beyond the infant/teacher dyad to highlight the interdependence of well-
being between the infant, the teacher and the other infants in the environment, 
focusing on the interactive engagement of infants as they participate in a group with 
peers and teachers. Neder et al. suggest that an infant’s bodily expressions make 
visible an infant’s competence and are manifestations of their emotional wellbeing.

The pedagogical elements of the teacher are how she also develops a pedagogical 
environment for infants to explore. The teacher is a ‘mediator who will structure an 
interactive field that will allow the infants to explore the environment (and to inte-
grate into it), handle toys, and interact with other babies’. Infants found wellbeing 
in their connections with other infants in the setting, building peer relationships that 
enhanced their demonstrable feelings of wellbeing. In this sense, the role of the 
teacher is important in providing emotional security and further reflecting on the 
wellbeing manifestations of babies and infants. But all of the teacher’s strategies 
were beyond a dyadic relationship between infant and educator, instead highlight-
ing a collectivised logic that reflects the group dynamics inherent in early childhood 
experiences. The teachers were clearly committed to fostering the infant’s sense of 
wellbeing and their feelings in the group. They worked with and alongside each 
other to achieve this. They changed what they did to bring feelings of belonging and 
wellbeing to the infant, relying upon extended communication with each other and 
the wider family to facilitate the wellbeing of the infant. The quality of the interac-
tions among many individuals in early childhood settings is important for creating 
the socio-emotional wellbeing of infants.

Adopting a group-based approach to illustrate infants’ sociability, Stapleton 
et al. present a discussion on how, in Australia, policy guidelines like the National 
Quality Framework (ACECQA, 2023) promote attachment theory, providing educa-
tors with forming attachments with children. However, their chapter proposes an 
important focus on peer interactions and a more fluid approach to attachment the-
ory, where relationships between babies might also offer a ‘deeper interrogation of 
the dynamics of child development and the multifaceted nature of babies in groups’.

This approach shifts the focus for wellbeing to examine connections and relation-
ships between infants within mealtimes through the rearrangement of the mealtime 
routine to allow for enhanced infant–infant interaction. Stapleton et al. (Chap. 3) 
explore the concept of infant wellbeing within group dynamics in early childhood 
settings, highlighting how infants display social behaviours and emotional wellbe-
ing when interacting in small groups. It examines the significance of shared inten-
tionality, cooperation, and collaborative meaning-making in infant groups, especially 
during mealtimes. Through ethnographic case studies, the chapter reveals how 
infants engage in playful, cooperative activities and demonstrates the role of educa-
tors in facilitating these group dynamics while managing infant distress and 
wellbeing.
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Moving to a focus on things and objects, Norman (Chap. 4) and Sotiropoulou, 
Katsiada and Hatzigianni (Chap. 5) offer a discussion on how toys promote infant-
toddler wellbeing. Both Sotiropoulou et  al.’s (Chap. 5) and Norman’s (Chap. 4) 
argument for the importance of the transitional object allows for some of the intri-
cate complexities of wellbeing to be considered. For Sotiropoulou et al., the physi-
cal environment is a source of meaningful interaction, stimulating connection 
between the infants and the teachers to expand relational connections between them. 
For Norman (Chap. 4), the infant’s wellbeing is interdependent with the transitional 
object. Norman proposes a model of wellbeing where transitional objects foster the 
creativity of the infant and a sense of wellbeing. However, the teacher is also part of 
this wellbeing relationship through the reliance that the infant has upon the teacher 
to ‘allow’ the infant access to the transitional object (tensions on time and decisions 
reliant on the teacher, such as only at sleep times? Not at all? Whenever the infant 
requests?).

Norman’s identification of this tension illustrates the complex interconnected-
ness of wellbeing between the infant. The object and the teacher are further com-
plexified in the landscape of a post-pandemic policy field where lingering views of 
transition objects as sites of potential virus transmission affect current practices. 
Here, issues of wellbeing are part of a broader conversation about health, with ten-
sions in the push-pull of determining solutions in these complexities. Norman’s 
work in bringing these to the fore supports an expanded understanding of wellbeing 
as multilayered within global and local concerns, raising attention to these chal-
lenges to support everyday practices.

Both Sotiropoulou et al. and Norman’s chapters consider wellbeing in terms of 
emotional bonds and connections. For Sotiropoulou et al., carefully selected objects 
are conduits in stimulating cooperation with others and fostering friendship, illus-
trating the ways in which wellbeing between teachers and infants and infants and 
infants is connected to the objects. This is more of a passing involvement with the 
object. For Norman’s conceptualisation of the transitional object, there is also a 
more significant interdependence between the infant and object that illustrates a 
more active relationship between the infant-toddler and the ‘more-than-human’. 
Here, there are insights into the intricate complexity of wellbeing as a multifaceted, 
multidirectional concept with ‘more-than-human’ nuances that need to be 
attended to.

How Is Wellbeing Manifested through Interdependencies 
of Wellbeing and its Relation to Infant-Toddler Pedagogy?

In studying wellbeing and its relationships to pedagogy, the chapters within this 
section support new or expanded pedagogical understandings through understand-
ings of love (Delaune, Chap. 6), the concept of the ‘key person’ (Manning-Morton, 
Chap. 7), and the notion of ‘juggling’ (Gaches, Chap. 8), dynamic teamwork 
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(Barros, Chap. 9), and the pedagogical impact of teacher’s self-practices of wellbe-
ing (O’Hara-Gregan et al., Chap. 10).

Delaune expands the theorisation of wellbeing by understanding love as a bridge 
between the self and others and a ‘powerful force’ for pedagogy. Love is a meta-
physical connection between humans (teacher/infant/parent/family) that involves 
being ‘necessarily and willingly bound’ to others. Situated in Aotearoa New Zealand 
context, love is identified as infants feeling ‘worthy of love’, which is then aligned 
to everyday caregiving practices. Delaune proposes wellbeing as an interdependent 
phenomenon where the educators’ emotional responsivity also expands with the 
notion of love in pedagogy. Iris Murdoch’s philosophy expands these ideas with the 
concept of attention, appreciation, love and attentiveness in pedagogical relation-
ships with infants. Delaune suggests that an ‘understanding of love supports a rei-
magination and reinvigoration of the role of love to enhance wellbeing for infants’, 
inviting us to a deeper appreciation of how love becomes part of pedagogy.

The concept of the key person, foregrounded by Elinor Goldshmied, suggests 
that this person is a key person who cares for young children. Manning-Morton 
(Chap. 7) draws from Pikler and Goldschmied to expand upon the importance of 
strong, reciprocal relationships between a key caregiver and the infant to enhance 
the wellbeing of the infant. In this chapter, Manning-Morton argues for attentive 
teachers, who do everything ‘with’ the infant, inviting participation from the infant 
in a cooperative sensing ‘dialogue’ that develops a rhythm of reciprocity between 
teacher and infant as they come to read, understand and come to predict each other’s 
cues in a connected synchronicity of mutual dependence. In doing so, Manning-
Morton extends the notion of the ‘key teacher’ to highlight their role in sensitivity 
through the communicative dimensions of touch for the infant. Touch generates 
feeling, whether positive or negative. Here, in Manning-Morton’s work, we are 
alerted to a further nuance of the interdependence of wellbeing—the teacher must 
be carefully aware of how their tensions and stresses may be sensed by the infant 
through this communicative touch. This is akin to the ‘flows of energy’ later identi-
fied by O’Hara-Gregan et  al. (Chap. 10), discussed in the next section. Through 
Manning-Morton’s explanation of the Pikler approach, an account of doing things 
with the child rather than to them is an important pedagogical element in respond-
ing, waiting and recognising them. In this point, Manning-Morton highlights the 
need to attend to the teacher’s wellbeing as part of the dynamics of wellbeing for the 
infant. As Manning-Morton’s characterisation of the key person is one who does 
everything ‘with’ the infant, the teacher must remain carefully attentive to their own 
wellbeing for the ways in which the infant’s wellbeing is connected and mutually 
dependent upon them.

Wellbeing and its complex interdependence are explored by Gaches. In Chap. 8, 
Gaches captures the frenetic energy of an early childhood context with a frank and 
raw examination of teachers’ experiences of wellbeing within their work environ-
ment, characterised through the metaphor of ‘juggling in three dimensions’. Giving 
strong emphasis to the need for teacher’s own, unfiltered voices on this important 
topic, Gaches thematically arranges the narratives to offer a view of the multifaceted 
and complex lives of early childhood teachers, with insights into the ripple effects 
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