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In Family Day Care, all children have a right to 
belong and feel safe

When a new child joins your Family Day Care, you will need to 
support them to adjust to their new environment and the other 
children you care for. 

Occasionally, you’ll likely have a group of children who are well 
established, where you have created strong relationships with 
and who are familiar with the environment and daily routine.  

Particularly at the beginning of the year, things can feel very 
different, as new children join your care and some may have 
difficulty settling in. Their parents may also feel anxious for this 
change. Routines may need to be adjusted and extra care given 
to those transitioning, which can be unsettling for everyone. 

New children joining your care can easily become a part of an 
existing group and, in some cases, they fit in so smoothly that 
it might be hard to remember they’ve not always been in your 
care!

Other times, you may see:

	◗ the new child/ren feeling sad, scared or angry in their new 
environment 

	◗ regression in other children’s behaviour as they adjust to the 
new dynamics

	◗ a range of challenging behaviours from the new child

	◗ families who are concerned, needing extra support or 
unavailable

	◗ a range of differing emotions in yourself, as you try and meet 
everybody else’s needs. 

One of the most important things you can focus on at this time is 
that every child has the right to feel safe and secure within your 
Family Day Care – as do you as their educator! A child cannot 
learn without feeling safe. Supporting your new child to feel safe 
is, therefore, one of your top priorities. Your own feelings of safety 
and security will return once your new child feels safe and secure. 
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You can support 
children's transition 
into your care by 
understanding children’s 
and family’s needs, 
slowing things down, 
focusing on children’s 
communication and 
asking for additional 
support if you need it.
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How can children feel when they start 
Family Day Care? 

The Early Years Learning Framework tells us that “Different 
places and spaces have their own purposes, expectations and 
ways of doing things.”

This is so true for a child joining your Family Day Care. He or 
she may have never been in care before, or may have been 
in the care of a trusted relative, at a centre-based care setting 
or with another Family Day Care educator. Your home may 
feel easier or harder for them to navigate than their previous 
experiences. You will talk, act and do things differently than 
their other carers; the boundaries and expectations set are 
different.

They may feel a range of confusing and changing emotions:

	◗ fear

	◗ excitement

	◗ concern – who will meet their needs?

	◗ loss at the change of their previous carer

	◗ confusion – why are they here and for how long? 

The new child may show a range of stress responses, they 
may exhibit challenging behaviour. They may seek or avoid 
making an attachment with you as their educator. They may 
seek to make friends with other children in the group or avoid 
them altogether.

But above all, they will be going through change. Change is 
hard for all of us, including adults. Children do not have the 
experiences of change that adults do – no wonder it can be a 
challenging time. 
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Why is it important that we plan well to welcome 
new children into Family Day Care? 
The Early Years Learning Framework puts it this way:

“Children bring family and community ways of being, 
belonging and becoming to their early childhood settings. 
By building on these experiences educators help all children 
to feel secure, confident and included and to experience 
continuity in how to be and how to learn.”

It also tells us that “in partnership with families, early 
childhood educators ensure that children have an active role 
in preparing for transitions. They assist children to understand 
the traditions, routines and practices of the settings to which 
they are moving and to feel comfortable with the process of 
change.” (Early Years Learning Framework, p.19)

But it is not just the new child entering our Family Day Care 
who benefits from good planning. It is also important for 
their family, for the children who are already in our care and 
for us as educators. A child who is unsettled, communicating 
through challenging behaviour, or is disruptive to the group, 

can make our job more difficult. A child feeling this way 
demands more of our attention, which can be tiring. We can 
feel wary about the approach of the days when they are in 
our care, and make us doubt our skills and capacities as 
educators. 

Ensuring you are well prepared to welcome new children 
using a variety of strategies, can minimise the chances of a 
child being unsettled in our care. 
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It is important for a 
child, their family, 
the other children 
we care for and for 
us as educators, that 
each child is given 
the best chance of 
settling well in our 
Family Day Care.
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What do the learning frameworks and the National 
Quality Standard say?

those that care for them. As children are developing their 
sense of identity, they explore different aspects of it (physical, 
social, emotional, spiritual, cognitive), through their play and 
their relationships.”

What does this actually mean?

1. Families, educators and children each play a 
role in settling into a new care situation where 
confidence and connection is important. 

2. It is important for children to feel accepted, 
trust you as an educator and develop a 
relationship with you. 

Quality Area 5 of the NQS
Quality Area 5 of the National Quality Standard requires us 
to develop strong relationships with the children we provide 
education and care to.

The Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) and My Time, 
Our Place (MTOP) and National Quality Standard lay the 
foundations and expectations for us about welcoming new 
children in Family Day Care. 

The Early Years Learning Framework
The Early Years Learning Framework says that:

“Transitions, including from home to early childhood settings, 
between settings, and from early childhood settings to school, 
offer opportunities and challenges …Building on children’s 
prior and current experiences helps them to feel secure, 
confident and connected to familiar people, places, events 
and understandings. Children, families and early childhood 
educators all contribute to successful transitions between 
settings.”

The Early Years Learning Framework also tells us that “in early 
childhood settings children develop a sense of belonging 
when they feel accepted, develop attachments and trust 
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What does this actually mean?

1. Children need a secure relationship with you 
to learn.

2. Trusting relationships are made by you when 
you support a child to feel safe and part of the 
group.

The Guide to the National Quality Framework puts it this way:

“Quality Area 5 of the National Quality Standard focuses 
on educators developing responsive, warm, trusting and 
respectful relationships with children that promote their 
wellbeing, self-esteem, sense of security and belonging. 
Relationships of this kind encourage children to explore the 
environment and engage in play and learning. All children 
need a sense of connection with others to support the 
development of their identity and social and emotional 
competence.”

This Quality Area of the National Quality Standard (and in 
particular, Element 5.1.1) tells us that there must be positive 
educator to child interactions because:

	◗ “Responsive and meaningful interactions build trusting 
relationships which engage and support each child to feel 
secure, confident and included.”

The Early Years 
Learning Framework 
defines the important 
factors for ensuring 
the process of new 
children coming into 
our Family Day Care 
works well.
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Transitions are 
hard for all of us, 
but transitions for 
young children 
and their families 
can cause anxiety 
and stress for some 
young children.
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others, the transition can be quite difficult – both for the child, 
their family, educator and for other children! What we do know 
is that children are vulnerable during this time and cannot learn 
in any education and care setting if they don’t develop a sense 
of belonging. The best guide we have is the Early Years Learning 
Framework, which suggests that these are the key areas that will 
help make a transition successful:

	◗ “building on children’s prior and current experiences;

	◗ ensuring children have an active role in preparing for 
transitions, in partnership with families;

	◗ assisting children to understand transitions, routines 
and practices of the settings they are moving to and feel 
comfortable with this process;

	◗ helping children negotiate changes in status or identity, 
especially during the school transition phase; and

	◗ working collaboratively with each new educator for the child 
and other professionals to make certain that a successful 
transition occurs.” 

What do we know about transition?

“Transition” is the formal term used to describe the process 
a child goes through when they start at our Family Day Care. 
(“Transition” is also the word used to describe the changes 
in a day that a child experiences, such as transitioning from 
home to our care, transitioning from indoors to outdoors, or 
vice versa.) 

Many children struggle with transitions (as do some adults!) 
Change is hard for all of us – especially when it’s a change 
from something we know, to a change that is uncertain – such 
as being in the care of a new educator, with new children 
around us, while in a new environment. 

A lack of research on the impact of 
transition 
Unfortunately, there is not much research to tell us what a 
child’s experience is like when they transition into education 
and care, or to Family Day Care. 

We have anecdotal evidence from Family Day Care educators 
that suggests some children settle in with few issues, while for 
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Poor transitions can impact a child in the 
long term
It is important to view transitions for children into our Family 
Day Care not just as a single event – how they transition to 
our care can impact on other transitions, particularly toward 
school and other learning.

A child’s history of transition can impact how they respond 
to other transitions. Has the child arriving to your care come 
from a centre-based care that “wasn’t working for them”? This 
may make it more difficult for them to transition to your care. 

Is a transition for a particular child especially difficult? This 
may mean they approach other transitions with fear. Every 
transition impacts on a child’s capacity to adjust to a new 
environment and, more importantly, to engage in learning. 

This is why it is so important that the transition for the child 
is a positive experience. A child that doesn’t transition easily 
may be impacted by this experience, long after they have left 
your care, even if they do eventually settle. 

Transitions can be stressful for children
Researcher, Margaret Simms, measured children’s stress 
levels in education and care services (long day care services) 
in the early 2000s by measuring how much cortisol – a stress 
hormone – was in their saliva.

She discovered that when children attend poor-quality 
education and care centres their cortisol levels increase 
throughout the day. They became “stressed” by being at 
those services. Cortisol levels of children attending high-
quality programs demonstrated a decline across the time 
they were at the service. 

When a child is anxious at a service, their cortisol levels are 
likely to be elevated. Just like adults, when a child’s biological 
stress markers are high for an extended period, this can have 
long-term impacts for them. 
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When a child does not 
transition easily to your 
care, it can result in 
changes in the stress 
hormones in their body. 
A hard transition now, 
can impact a child’s 
future transitions to new 
environments.
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It is perfectly understandable 
that a child would be 
stressed at the start of a 
new experience, such as 
joining Family Day Care. But 
the physical and emotional 
responses to stress they show 
should not last long. They 
need to feel secure that you 
can meet their needs.
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What do you know about stress and young children?

Most Family Day Care educators know instinctively when a 
child is stressed. Many children show overt signs of stress by 
withdrawing, clinging, or displaying challenging behaviour. 
For others, it may not be so obvious. 

Stress can be present in any setting that requires a child 
to adapt or change – even when it’s a positive change like 
starting at your Family Day Care! 

Small amounts of stress are unavoidable and can help a child 
learn how to deal with stress but excessive stress can affect 
how a child feels, thinks and acts, both now and in the future. 

When any human feels under threat, our bodies help prepare 
us to respond. Our heart rate and blood pressure increase. We 
have more cortisol in our systems. 

When these stress responses start in a young child, and they 
have supportive relationships with the adults around them, 
their heart rate, blood pressure and cortisol responses soon 
return to normal. This is how healthy stress response systems 
are developed. If these stress responses continually occur 
in situations where a child is exposed to abuse, violence, or 

extreme poverty, the child’s responses do not go back to a 
normal level and can cause long-term damage to the child. 
You may notice physical signs of stress in new children, 
such as:

	◗ not wanting to eat

	◗ complaining of head pains or tummy aches

	◗ having difficulties in toileting,

Emotional symptoms may include:

	◗ anxiety

	◗ inability to relax

	◗ clinging or unwilling to let you out of their sight

	◗ anger or crying

	◗ aggressive or stubborn behaviour

	◗ not wanting to engage in experiences or activities.
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Thinking about how you welcome new children

When you are thinking about what you currently do, think 
about the importance of the transition from other care 
(including family only care) for that child. 

You may have welcomed hundreds of new children into your 
Family Day Care, but for this child, this is the first time they 
have transitioned to your care. Will your processes set them 
up to be strong in future transitions or will it leave them wary 
of the next time they need to transition? 

Can you improve on what you are doing, or do you think you 
are already welcoming new children in the best way possible? 

Think about the processes you use when you welcome a new 
child to your Family Day Care – whether they are a sibling, 
a long-planned new enrolment or a child taken into care at 
short notice. 

	◗ Do you tailor your enrolment process for a new child to meet 
the needs of that particular child? 

	◗ How does the child become familiar with your home before 
they start?

	◗ Do you encourage family members to stay with the child as 
long as they wish during the settling-in process?

	◗ Do you help the child to have a set routine in which they say 
goodbye to their family member?

	◗ Do you offer each child comfort and reassurance in a way 
that is suited to that child during separation from their 
family?

	◗ How do you support other children in your group to welcome 
the new child?
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Reflecting on our practices 
only works if we are prepared 
to admit that we could improve 
upon them. Seek support from 
your co-ordinator or other 
educators in your Family Day 
Care, if you are struggling with 
welcoming children.
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As the transition into a Family 
Day Care is a milestone 
for everyone, families, 
like children, need to be 
considered throughout the 
welcoming process. Families 
can feel a range of emotions 
when leaving a child in your 
care and these need to be 
recognised and allowed for. 
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Thinking about how you welcome new families

Think about the processes you use when you welcome the 
family of a new child to your Family Day Care – whether they 
already have another child in your care, or are a completely 
new family. 

Do you:

	◗ gather information from families to support continuity of care 
between home and your Family Day Care? 

	◗ invite and encourage families to visit and become familiar 
with your Family Day Care before their child starts?

	◗ give information about yourself and your family, your 
philosophy, your expectations, your routines and what 
experiences you offer to the children in your care?

	◗ encourage family members to talk with you about the values 
and expectations they hold in relation to their child’s time at 
your Family Day Care before, during and after the enrolment 
process?

	◗ encourage the family to share information about other child-
related services the family accesses?

	◗ encourage families to stay with their child for as long as they 
choose during the settling-in period and throughout the time 
the child is in your care?

	◗ encourage families to contact you during the day if they wish?

	◗ assist families to develop and maintain a routine for saying 
goodbye to their child?

	◗ share honest information with families about how their child 
is settling into your Family Day Care? 

	◗ give information about the Early Years Learning Framework 
and My Time, Our Place?
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Thinking about how you prepare the other children 
in your care

Think about the processes you use when you welcome a new 
child to your Family Day Care and how you prepare other 
children for this new arrival – including if the child is a sibling 
of a child already in your care. 

Do you:

	◗ encourage existing children to think about what it might 
feel like for a new child to join them in your care?

	◗ encourage them to think about how they may feel sharing 
your time and attention with a new child?

	◗ encourage them to think about how they may feel if the 
new child is their sibling?

	◗ encourage them to think about how they can be involved 
in welcoming a new child? 

	◗ have some children transitioning to big school but staying 
in your care for afterschool care? How do you prepare them 
for that?

	◗ have any special things you do before the new child joins 
your other children?

	◗ set up expectations for sharing resources and toys?

	◗ prepare children for sharing your time?

	◗ learn from your other children how they felt when starting 
in your care? What did they love? What did they dislike? Did 
anything scare them?

	◗ involve the other children in preparations for the new child, 
such as setting up the new child’s portfolio or a place to 
put their bag?

	◗ have pictures of the new child to share with your other 
children so they can become familiar with them before 
they start?
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Preparing your existing children 
for a new arrival can be as 
important as welcoming the new 
child. They can also contribute 
valuable information and ideas 
to your welcoming process. They 
are the experts in joining as a 
new child at your Family Day 
Care – learn from them.
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Educators who are 
positive, consistent, 
and responsive in 
their interactions 
with children provide 
a basis for the 
development of stable 
secure attachments.
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Relationships and attachment in Family Day Care

Do you remember learning anything about attachment theory 
during your studies to become an educator? 

Essentially, attachment theory is when a child’s primary 
caregivers are both available and responsive to a child when 
they are very young, so the child can develop a sense of 
security. They trust the parent or carer (or educator) to care 
for them – and then become happy to explore the world away 
from those relationships. The infant learns that the caregiver 
is dependable, which creates a secure base for the child to 
then explore the world. Attachment was first described by the 
theorist John Bowlby. 

Children’s earliest interactions with other people not only 
teach them about other people but also teach them about 
themselves. Where a child has positive and consistent (and, of 
course, predictable) relationships with other people, they are 
able to build healthy self-esteem and self-worth. The reverse 
is also true. 

Children also need to feel safe to learn. They cannot explore 
new resources or experiences if they are afraid or uncertain.

To enable a child to form a positive relationship or 
attachment with you as an educator, you need to be 
responsive to them and need to support their unique needs. 
When you do have a secure attachment with a child, the child 
is more likely to be happier in your care and more able to 
learn, and be less disruptive to other children. 

Building secure attachments with an educator is not a fast 
process. It takes time to reassure a baby or a child that you 
are there for them and will help meet their needs. 
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Behaviour and what it communicates

You have probably heard many times as an educator that 
all behaviour is communication and that sometimes, 
the behaviour that challenges us most is when a child 
communicates that they have needs that are unmet.

Sometimes, when we welcome a new child into Family 
Day Care, we may be met with very challenging behaviour. 
Sometimes, the behaviour might be from the new child; 
sometimes, from other children. 

Sometimes, this challenging behaviour can make us wary. 
Will the child eventually settle? Have we done the right thing 
in offering them a place at our Family Day Care? 

The communication skills of children are not as good as those 
of adults – so, when they don’t know what the problem is or 
cannot describe what they need, they may behave in a way to 
seek attention and support, to meet that need. 

This behaviour can challenge us. But this is not necessarily 
their intent: They may want or need your attention, or need 

to stop an activity that is confronting to them, or have a need 
to remove a sensory stimulation they don’t like. There is 
generally a reason for their behaviour and one of your jobs as 
an educator is to determine what the reason is. 

Once you know what a child is trying to communicate 
through their behaviour, then it is easier to address the root 
cause, rather than the resulting behaviour. 

When children have their needs met, they often do not need 
to keep using behaviour to communicate. 

The child who is angry may, in fact, be frustrated. The child 
that is hurting others, may actually be hurting themselves. 
Even if children do not have the language to communicate 
their feelings, other parts of them are communicating to us.

As educators we need to observe their facial expressions, 
body language, and actions. What do these communicate to 
us about how the child is feeling?
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When a child is 
displaying challenging 
behaviour, think about 
why they are behaving 
the way they are. 
What are they trying 
to communicate? Can 
we meet that need 
rather than focus on the 
behaviour?
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This booklet is part of the PD In Your Pocket 
professional development program.

This topic – Welcoming new children in Family Day Care – has an accompanying 
webinar and video, both of which can be viewed as videos or listened to as 
podcasts.

There is also a Facebook Group where you can discuss the topic with other Family 
Day Care educators in NSW.

For more information about PD In Your Pocket, go to: 

www.nswfdc.org.au/pdinyourpocket
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“Different places and 
spaces have their own 
purposes, expectations 
and ways of doing 
things.”

Early Years Learning 
Framework
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