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I Greeting, Introduction, Background Information 
 
Good Morning, dear ladies and gentlemen, good morning dear colleagues. Greetings 
to the entire conference committee. It is wonderful and a great honour for me to be 
here with you today! Thank you for your interest in my research. Before we start I would 
like to introduce myself to you and give you some background information about 
childcare in Germany. 
 
Until 1989 Germany was a divided country with two different political systems. In East 
Germany, prior to reunification, childcare provision was widely available to encourage 
mothers to return to work soon after giving birth. Conversely, in West Germany, there 
were few childcare settings for infants and toddlers. 
In 2008 the government under the leadership of Angela Merkel decided that beginning 
August 2013, every child over the age of 12 months should have the legal right to a 
placement in childcare. This led to an extraordinary expansion in recent years of day-
care settings for under-three-year-old children, especially in western Germany. 
 
Today we can see the following: Expansion of placements is one thing, but high quality 
of care is another. Currently we have a great ongoing discussion about the lack of 
quality in early childcare. 
 

 
 
As a professor of Early Childhood Education and Care at the Protestant University of 
Applied Sciences in Freiburg, I have been working since 2010 for a better quality of 
care for children up to three years of age. My research interests are in the area of early 
development of infants and toddlers in childcare settings.  
 
I have chosen an academic path relatively late in my career, after many years of 
working therapeutically and educationally with children from birth to eight years of age.  
 
I have completed degrees in several disciplines: 
I worked with children and families as a teacher for respiration, movement, voice and 
speaking and as a speech and language therapist. Some years later I earned a diploma 
in Educational Sciences (main topic: Special Education) at the Goethe University 

Freiburg, a city in southern Germany, 
250.000 inhabitants. 
 
 
 
© Photograph: 
Prof. Dr. Reinhard Lohmiller, Freiburg 
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Frankfurt. I was involved in further training for a long time. In 2010 I completed my 
doctorate in Developmental Psychology in Early and Middle Childhood with a thesis 
on “Professional Responsiveness” at the University of Education in Heidelberg. In this 
context I examined the Pikler Pedagogy on the basis of the Pikler-Video-recordings. I 
found intensive training in the Pikler Approach results in a high level of Professional 
Responsiveness. 
 
My professional development overall includes extensive training in the areas of voice, 
movement and perception therapy. It is precisely because we meet here at the Pikler 
Congress in Budapest, that I think it is important to mention that I am trained in a special 
approach which is named after its founders – the Schlaffhorst Andersen Method (Lang 
& Saatweber, 2020). The priorities in this approach are breathing and movement, 
breathing and singing, breathing and speaking. 
 
At the beginning of the 20 century, Clara Schlaffhorst (1863-1945) and Hedwig 
Andersen (1866-1957) trained Elsa Gindler (1885-1961) who developed the “Gindler 
Approach” (Zeitler, 2000; Klinkenberg, 2013). As you may know, after her immigration 
Charlotte Selvers (1901-2003) spread the Gindler Approach in the US developed it 
further and called it Sensory Awareness (Brooks & Selvers, 2007). Training in this 
approach is an indispensable element in the training of Pikler Pedagogues today. 
 
The names of these pioneers – and I only mentioned a few of them – are linked to the 
foundation of today´s movement therapies (Marlock & Weiss, 2006). The pioneers all 
refused to call their methods “methods” or their training a “training”. They stressed that 
each intervention needs to be carefully matched to the child or adult as an individual. 
There is no one method that is perfect for everyone, and each must be individualized 
to the child or adult. They used terms like “practicing breathing and movement” or 
– regarding movement and perception – “Taste the movement!”, or “Listen, where 
the movement wants to go!”. The approaches of these pioneers are often attributed 
to the so called “Western Mindfulness Path” (Gutknecht & Bader, 2018). 
 
With that in mind, let us have a look at the educators. Magda Gerber (Gerber, 2003, 
Hammond, 2019) called them educarers because she wants to emphasize the 
connection between education and care. We do all know that it is challenging and often 
very stressful work to care for children up to three years of age. It seems more 
necessary now than ever to maintain and to build up mindful and compassionate 
relationships – but not only with children. It is necessary that educarers are mindful 
and compassionate also with themselves. Overstressed highly burdened professionals 
are at risk for behaviours that exhibit forms of social coldness (Gutknecht, 2010, 2015). 
It is a concerning reality that many infants and toddlers in childcare lack consistency 
and responsiveness from the people who care for them. In any case I am deeply 
convinced that it is necessary to implement a pedagogy which is oriented towards 
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stress reduction. For this reason I have founded an interdisciplinary network in 
Freiburg, Germany: "Quality in Childcare and Family Day Care”. There are 
approximately 500 professionals involved. They are from different areas (e.g. 
education, psychology, medicine, science, art). We practice a specific type of field 
research. We are currently working on two projects that focus on reducing stress. 
 

1.  “Mindful and Responsive “Handling” in Childcare Settings” 
In our field research, we focus on the quality of the touch and movement 
interaction of educational professionals with the toddlers entrusted to them. 
Five Freiburg childcare centers are involved. Our project is also based on the 
findings from Tania Singer, Scientific Head of the Social Neuroscience Lab, 
Max Planck Society, Leipzig. Tania Singer criticizes the overly one-sided use 
of the term empathy. Her research led to a distinction between empathy and 
compassion (Singer & Bolz, 2013): An empathic response to suffering can 
result in two kinds of reactions: empathic distress or compassion. While 
empathy refers to our general capacity to resonate with others’ emotional 
states — positive or negative — empathic distress refers to a strong aversive 
and self-oriented response to the suffering of others, accompanied by the 
desire to withdraw from a situation in order to protect oneself from excessive 
negative feelings. Compassion, on the other hand, is conceived as a feeling of 
concern for another person’s suffering which is accompanied by the motivation 
to help. Tania Singers research shows that compassion can be trained through 
mindfulness exercises. In our project on the one hand, we compare different 
handling concepts and on the other possibilities for mindfulness training for 
educational professionals. 
 

2. Haptic and Stress Reduction in Childcare 
In this project we examine approaches using sand play, play with water, clay 
or foam, e.g. sand play in the “Strandgut Approach” of Pikler and 
Hengstenberg expert Ute Strub. 

 
 
I would like to proceed with my main topic now. In my presentation I want to share with 
you some ideas about observation and responsiveness. 
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II Observation as the Basis of Professional 
Responsiveness 
 
In the current discourse of early childhood education, it is usually taken for granted that 
“Responsiveness” is a term from attachment theory and attachment research. But – at 
the same time, “Responsiveness” is a key concept in research in other disciplines too 
e.g. in democracy research, in art, architecture, robotics and medicine as well as in 
education, psychology and philosophy. “Responsiveness” can refer to people of all 
ages, also to groups, systems and organizations. The focus is always one of tuning: 
How well is an educarer tuned in to the child and the group of children, the artist to his 
audience? In my talk I want to stress that the term "Professional Responsiveness" can 
be used to summarize the entire interaction skills of educarers in childcare settings. 
 

 
 
Former research regarding parent child interactions had shown that typical intuitive 
didactic strategies are very effective in communication with young children. In 
particular, it was possible to demonstrate the responsiveness of the reference person 
as a main effective factor for educational and therapeutic interventions. The 
responsiveness of the caregiver has a central influence on the social, cognitive and 
linguistic development of a child. 
Current research had shown that these strategies are useful for educarers too. 
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However, we have to see that there is one really big challenge: Educarers have to be 
prepared for diversity. Professional Responsiveness means that educarers are 
challenged to include and respond 
 

• to children who are at a different level of development, 

• to children with special needs, 

• to boys and girls, so educarers should be able to show gender awareness, 

• to children who have a different cultural and/or socio-economic background. 
 
If you take a look through these different lenses (e.g. special needs, culture) you will 
often find that very different types of interaction are required. I will give you an example: 
 
Many parents with an immigration background regard family connectedness as 
particularly important and highly valued. In industrialized nations like the US, Germany 
and others, many parents are influenced by their orientation towards educational 
values such as autonomy and individuality (Kagitçibasi, 2007; Otto & Keller, 2014; 
Gutknecht, 2017). These different orientations affect many everyday activities in the 
childcare setting. Educarers who are oriented to autonomy for example have the 
following expectations: 
 

• Young children should dress and undress as independently as possible. 

• Young children should climb on the changing table alone for diapering. 
 
Responsive professionals inform parents about these practices to avoid conflict. 
Otherwise, parents may think that their children are experiencing a lack of loving care. 
Professional responsive educarers are not only responsive to the child and the group 
of children. The emotional relationship of professionals to parents and the relationship 
of professionals with each other has a deep impact on child development. That is why 
(culturally) responsive relationships are so important overall (Gay, 2010; Gutknecht, 
2010, 2017, Lehtomäki et al 2017). 
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In summary, I would like to emphasize in particular that responsive relationships have 
a stress-relieving effect. 
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III Stress and Stress-Reduction in Childcare 
 
We have evidence that stress reduction is important! Various scientific studies have 
shown that children in childcare have a high level of the stress hormone cortisol (Ahnert 
et al. 2004, Ahnert, 2015, NICHD, 2006; D’ Angiulli & Schibli, 2016). However, research 
shows also that responsive relationships can reduce stress, because responsive 
interactions activates anti-stress chemicals like Oxytocin (Field, 2014; Uvnäs-Moberg, 
2016; Grunwald, 2017). Oxytocin is activated in the brain every time a child 
experiences responsive relationships, when they are in warm, caring connections with 
others. Oxytocin is an anti-stress chemical that is vital to our feelings of safety and 
comfort. It can inhibit our stress response system and reduce the amount of cortisol 
released. Close contact with a calm adult can help soothe an agitated child, because 
it stimulates the flow of neuro-chemicals like Oxytocin. 

 
 

 
 

 
Stress reduction must be seen as the most important task in childcare settings 
especially regarding the activities of daily living. 
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IV Observation and Responsiveness in Activities of Daily 
Living 
 

 

 
 

When we examine everyday life in childcare settings we can see that there are two 
sides of the same coin regarding observation and responsiveness. Our questions have 
to be: 
 
Which cues may be observed especially regarding: 
 

1. Eating, drinking and the mealtime situation? 
2. Sleeping and resting? 
3. Toileting and washroom situations? 
4. Play? 

 
Last but not least: How can we respond in a mindful compassionate and stress 
reducing way? 
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Focus 1: Mealtimes, Eating and Drinking 
 

 
 
 
A study from Ramsay et al. (2010) shows the necessity to use mealtime related 
speech. Educarers should actively support the child´s self-perception in relation to 
feelings of hunger and satiation (MacNally et al, 2016; Satter, 2000). We can see the 
following experiences: 
 
• When children generally get something to eat in stressful situations, it is difficult for 

them to learn to distinguish between the need for food and other needs (Methfessel, 
et al. 2016). 

• Educarers inadequate ways of responding to the child’s needs makes it difficult for 
the child to perceive their needs in a differentiated manner. This is particularly true 
in stressful situations in childcare. 

• The caregiver's responsiveness is to help the child perceive when they are hungry 
and when they are full. 

• The adult's responsiveness to hunger and satiety is also considered as a protective 
factor against becoming overweight (Ramsay et al 2010; McNally et al., 2016). 
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It is important to systematically address hunger and satiation. Encourage the child to 
do a quick body check. Here are a few examples (Gutknecht & Höhn, 2017, Ramsay 
et al, 2010): 
 

• Your hair is sweaty from playing ... are you thirsty? 

• Are you already full? 

• Well, your mouth was probably completely dry! 

• Are you still hungry? 

• How does your stomach feel? Are you full? 

• Swipe your hand over your stomach, that's how it feels when you have eaten 
and drunk some water. 

• Are you still hungry? Would you like to have something to eat? 

• If you are still thirsty, have some more water. 
 
According to Ramsay et al (2010) it is important to avoid questions like “Are you done?” 
Those questions are not adequate to orient the child to his or her body sensations. 
 
 
Mindful and responsive Handling during Mealtimes 
When we talk about body sensations, we should also highlight interactions in 
movement and touch at mealtimes. Mindful and responsive handling is needed when 
working with children up to three years of age. During a feeding mealtime, the adult 
should give their support without restricting the child's movement (Gutknecht & Höhn, 
2017). For example: The educarer gives support from the end of the spoon, taking their 
hand away as soon as possible when no support is needed. The child's movement is 
restricted when the adult's hand is on the child's hand. 
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Neophobia: The fear of unknown foods 
 
Another challenge regarding mealtimes is the fear of the child of unknown foods: This 
fear is called neophobia. At 18 to 24 months it is most pronounced in the majority of 
children. It is one of the main responsibilities of educarers to help children build 
acceptance for a range of foods with different flavors, smells, textures, temperatures, 
forms or colors – but without forcing. Positive emotions during mealtimes are most 
important. In addition to positive adults, curious and interested children have a positive 
effect on picky or fussy eaters in childcare. The deep trust of the educarer in the 
growing abilities of the child has a favorable effect on the feeding and eating 
relationship. 
In the Montessori Kinderhaus in Freiburg, educarers work with special plates, which 
look like Fondue plates. It reduces stress, to separate the different foods. There were 
less children crying: “There is sauce on the potato, I don’t like it!” 
 
 

© 
Photograph: Katharina Litzenberger, Montessori Kinderhaus, Freiburg 
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Mealtimes and Culture: Working with “Anchor Foods” 
 
Another focus of observation is the cultural aspect of eating and drinking, especially 
during the transition phase from family to childcare. If everything is unfamiliar in the 
childcare center, the food, and the way of eating, the child can experience a high level 
of stress. Some children then refuse to eat completely and do not eat anything for 
many hours. So-called “anchor foods” can enable children to satisfy their hunger in 
stressful situations (Gutknecht & Höhn, 2017). Suitable examples are: 
 

• Crispbread, 

• Banana, 

• Semolina, 

• Apple, 

• Figs. 
 
Food can give the child a feeling of familiarity and home. 
“Anchor foods” are therefore seen in their bridging function between eating in the family 
and eating in the institution. They help the child to feel more comfortable in childcare. 
Before the child is admitted to the childcare center, pedagogical professionals should 
interview parents about eating preferences in order to find out what they can offer as 
“anchor foods” (Gutknecht & Höhn, 2017). 
 
 
 
At this point we leave the topic of mealtimes and proceed to sleep and rest in childcare. 
As with meals, it matters a lot how educarers manage the shared field of 
responsibilities between family and the childcare setting. 
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Focus 2: Sleeping and Resting 
 
 
Regarding sleep we have to think about interactions. This seems unfamiliar but: Sleep 
is a topic related to interaction because educarers respond to the “Signs of Tiredness” 
(SOT). 
 
 

 
 
 

It is important to recognize typical and atypical tiredness signals. 
Responding to the SOT the childcare professionals have to consider co-regulated and 
self-regulated strategies: 
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Educational professionals respond to signals from children that indicate tiredness. 
When answering the signals, the design of the so-called micro-transitions is of 
particular importance (Malenfant, 2006, Gutknecht & Kramer 2018). Specialists 
accompany the children into sleep, during sleep and out of sleep. Stress relief and 
stress build-up must be carefully focused (Kramer & Gutknecht, 2018). 
 
 
Cultures of Sleep May Influence the Situation in the Sleeping Room 
 
We can distinguish between families who are oriented towards autonomy and others 
who are oriented towards interdependence. But we have to keep in mind that every 
family has its own family culture. 
 

Oriented in Autonomy Oriented in Interdependence 
e.g. Germany, USA 
 
Goal: early independence 
 
 
Sleeping situation:  
Child sleeps in his own bed 
Use of transitional objects 
Self-regulated sleep aids 

e.g. Afrika, Japan 
 
Goal: Community helps with education, 
even when the child falls asleep 
 
Sleeping situation:  
Child sleeps usually with several familiar 
people in a bed or room 
Noises, body contact,  
no transitional objects 
co-regulated sleep aids 

Kramer & Gutknecht, 2018, Otto & Keller 2014; Kagitçibasi, 2007 

 
 
Examples of Typical Challenges Regarding Cultures of Sleep 
 
Example 1 
If a child is accustomed to sleeping alone in a very quiet environment, the common 
afternoon nap with many children can be irritating due to many unfamiliar noises. 
Possible solution: 
Develop a strategy for dealing with restlessness. Use of special light, special rituals, 
music to focus. Offer proximity to the child. Use transitional objects. 
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Example 2 
The stroller is the familiar sleeping environment for the child. 
Possible solution: 
The stroller can initially be used in its bridge function. Step by step the child gradually 
gets used to sleeping in a bed in the childcare setting. 
 
Example 3 
In the year 2015 a million refugees came to Germany. Most of them were young men 
but there were families with young children too. Many refugee families experienced 
threatening situations while fleeing. Their children often did not want to enter the 
bedroom of the childcare setting. They were used to sleeping in a large, noisy room 
with many people with many beds but always close to the primary caregiver. 
Possible Solution 
Offering a sleeping place very close to the educarer / and to the children 
 
 
Conflicts between parents and educarers: May a child be awakened? 

 
A typical situation: Educarers observe tiredness after lunch – parents observe and 
experience resistance to bed every evening. Taking a nap after lunch is important. 
However, research shows that sleep at night is much more important (Fukuda et al 
2004). 
Usually children should not be awakened.  
But keep in mind that sleep research shows that sleep is an interactive topic. The adult 
strengthens the sleeping rhythm of the child. Remember the first scene from the movie 
about the Pikler approach “Loczy. A Place to Grow” by Bernard Martino. We see an 
educarer who tries to awaken a child, very gentle and soft. But the child continues 
sleeping. So she puts him back in bed. 
In cases of conflict between parents and educarers, the use of photos and documents 
e.g. sleep protocol are often helpful. In the shared field of responsibilities the whole 24 
hour rhythm has to be considered. 
 
 
Wake up attempt: Indicators to observe: 
 
✓ The child is easy to wake up with gentle methods! 
✓ The child does not sleep again after only ca. 15 min. 
✓ It does not take too long for the child to “get back to normal activity”. 
✓ During the day: the child is in a balanced and cheerful mood. 
✓ The child is dedicated to a new game. 
✓ The child is not "dead" tired unusually early in the evening. 
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Children who rest 
 
Thorpe's working group in Australia shows that an obligatory afternoon nap in childcare 
does not lower the cortisol level in children (Thorpe et al. 2018). Fukuda et al. found in 
2004 that being forced to sleep can increase stress levels in children. Professionals 
should watch the children to see if they are on their way to giving up their afternoon 
nap. Rest opportunities and activities should then be provided and offered (Staton et 
al., 2015). Resting does not mean that a toddler is lying down and is resting like an 
adult. It is important to have retreats, islands of calm and cozy zones. Many children 
also find relaxation in movement exercises (Kramer & Gutknecht, 2018). 
 
 
Now let's turn the spotlight on the child who is developing autonomy in using the toilet. 
It is especially important here to work closely with the parents and have development 
consultation talks about the topic. 
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Focus 3: Developing Autonomy in Using the Toilet 
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Notification in Retrospect 
 
In the interactive context an observable start of developing autonomy in using the toilet 
is to be seen in the child’s so called “Notification in Retrospect” (Gutknecht & Haug-
Schnabel, 2019). It is important to respond positively to these "messages afterwards”, 
otherwise the child may stop the "reporting" and the development is interrupted. If an 
educarer realizes that the child feels an urge to urinate, she should make the child 
aware of it. Every developmental step needs to be reinforced, but not accelerated. 
 
Some Examples of Response to the Notification in Retrospect (Gutknecht & 
Haug Schnabel, 2019) 
 

• “Did you notice!? Good! Then we will quickly change your diaper.” 
Positive reaction. 

• “You never have 5 minutes rest in this house!" 
Inappropriate accusation 

• “Great, but couldn´t you have said that earlier?" 
Hidden reproach; the initial praise is thereby invalidated. 

(Gutknecht & Haug-Schnabel, 2019) 
 
Conflicts between parents and educarers 
 
Often there are different views between educarers and parents as to the child’s process 
of developing autonomy in using the toilet. 
 
Conflict: Child ready – parents uncooperative 
Professionals observe that the child shows cues that signal readiness for developing 
autonomy in using the toilet and share their observation with the parents. But the 
parents now inform the educarers that they are currently in a stressful working phase 
and not able to support the process. For convenience and time-saving reasons, 
parents use the diaper over and over again (shopping, car rides). Development 
consultation is necessary to show the consequences and risk of enuresis. 
 
Conflict: Parents ready – child not ready 
The parents really want to start with "potty training“. They report to the educarer that it 
works well at home. They send the child to the childcare without a diaper. In the 
childcare setting the child does not show any willingness. The educarers observe lots 
of "mishaps" (faeces and urine in the cozy corner etc). Development consultation talks 
with parents are necessary for information: Body awareness of the child may be better 
in the quiet environment at home than in the childcare center. 
 
We are almost at the end of my talk and our last topic is play. 
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Focus 4: Play 
 
In Freiburg, in a working group of the Network “Quality in Childcare and Child Day 
Care”, we asked professionals to observe and take pictures of children who appeared 
relaxed during play. Most of the pictures showed the children engaged with haptic 
materials, for example playing with sand and water. In current research, the stress-
reducing effect of haptic experiences is also discussed (Field, 2014; Grunwald, 2017). 
This was the reason why we started to investigate approaches that focus on the haptic 
play, on experiences with sand, water, foam, clay etc ... 
 
 

 
 
 
A very valuable approach we found was the “Strandgut-Concept” from the Pikler and 
Hengstenberg teacher Ute Strub. 
 
Ute Strub conducted a two-day-workshop in the summer of 2017, with members of our 
working group “Haptic and Stress Reduction” This was a deep and exhilarating 
experience for all participants. I want to show you a few impressions of this workshop. 
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V Outlook: The Pikler Approach and the Challenges of 
Childhood in the 21st Century 
 

Against the background of the research results presented, I would like to conclude with 
the Pikler approach. Wherever I saw childcare settings in Germany with intensive staff 
training in the Pikler Approach (Pikler & Tardos, 2018; Pikler & Tardos, 2014; Gilles-
Bacciu et al., 2017, Bussey & Hill, 2017; David & Appell, 1973; Vincze, 2002) the 
quality of educarer child interaction was extraordinary. 

The Pikler Approach brings respect and loving attention to young and vulnerable 
children and strengthens the educarer to be mindful and compassionate. We need 
further research to prove and illuminate its mode of action. 
The Pikler Approach is worth spreading and developing to meet the challenges of 
childhood in the 21st century. 
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