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ABSTRACT: The present study investigates the quality and variability of teacher–child 
interactions in relation to children’s social competence in Finnish toddler classrooms. 
The participants included 242 toddlers (114 girls, 128 boys) and their teachers (N = 
42). The quality of teacher–child interactions (i.e., emotional and behavioral support; 
engaged support for learning) was observed using the CLASS-Toddler observation 
instrument (La Paro et al., 2012), and the average amount of within-day variability 
was calculated from the observed cycles. Teachers rated toddler’s social competence 
with the Multisource Assessment of Social Competence Scale (MASCS; Junttila et al., 
2006) in relation to the toddlers’ cooperation, empathy, impulsivity, and 
disruptiveness. The results revealed that observed engaged support for learning was 
positively associated with the classroom average level of empathy in the spring when 
accounting for previous levels of empathy in the fall. In addition, a higher variability 
in engaged support for learning was negatively related to the empathy. The results 
emphasize the importance of active facilitation, well-timed feedback, and verbally 
rich support by teachers in promoting toddlers’ empathy throughout one’s daily 
activities, hence attesting to both the quality and consistency of such practices. The 
results are particularly useful for initial teacher training and in-service training. 

 
Keywords: teacher–child interaction, variability in teacher–child interaction, social 
competence, empathy, toddlers 
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Introduction 

Toddlerhood represents a period of time during which young children reach important 

milestones on a range of developmental domains 1 . Toddlers’ communication skills 

develop at an increasing speed (Baldwin & Meyer, 2009), as do their skills regulating their 

behavior in social interactions (Rose-Krasnor & Denham, 2009), and their play behavior 

gradually shifts toward shared play with peers (e.g., Hännikäinen & Munter, 2018). A 

substantial number of toddlers enter early childhood education and care (ECEC) 

(European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019), which means that interactions with 

peers and ECEC teachers2 constitute a significant part of toddlers’ daily lives, providing 

an important context for their social development (Howes, 2011). The interactions in 

ECEC classrooms allow children to gain positive experiences with peers, but they are also 

the contexts in which emotional and behavioral problems first arise (Hay et al., 1999). 

Creating and maintaining meaningful relationships calls for social competence, herein 

referred to as a presence of prosocial behavior and absence of antisocial behavior 

(Crowley & Merrell, 2003; Junttila, 2006; Merrell, 1993; Merrell & Gimpel, 1998). The 

multilevel construct of social competence encompasses the behaviors, tendencies, social 

motivation and capacity to use the resources for social engagement and successful goal 

achievement such as peer acceptance (e.g., Santos et al., 2014; Vaughn et al., 2009). Social 

competence is critical for successful and fulfilling peer interactions, which, in turn, serve 

as a protective factor against negative emotional experiences, such as bullying or 

exclusion (Repo & Repo, 2016).  

In toddler classrooms, ECEC teachers play an important role in supporting toddlers’ well-

being and development as ‘significant others’ (Rogoff, 2008). High-quality teacher-child 

interactions, as conceptualized within the teaching through interactions –framework 

(TTI; Hamre et al., 2013) and measured with the Classroom Assessment Scoring System 

(CLASS-PreK; Pianta et al., 2008, CLASS-Toddler; La Paro et al., 2012) have been shown to 

play an important role for the development of children’s academic skills, motivation and 

self-regulation (e.g., Mashburn et al., 2008; Pakarinen et al., 2011; Salminen, Guedes et al., 

2021). The findings from kindergarten and primary grades have documented the 

importance of high-quality teacher–child interactions in promoting children’s social 

competence (e.g., Pakarinen et al., 2020; Siekkinen et al., 2013; Spivak & Farran, 2012). 

However, the number of studies on the forms of beneficial teacher–child interactions for 

 

1 Toddlers are herein referred to as children specifically in their second and third years of life. 

2 The term teacher is used when referring to ECEC staff members in this sample of toddler 
classrooms, conceiving teacher’s work as a combination of aspects of care, education, and 
teaching (see also Hännikäinen & Munter, 2018). 

http://jecer.org/
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toddlers’ social competence are still very few (e.g., Broekhuizen et al., 2018; La Paro et al., 

2014). Studies among preschoolers further suggest that lower variability (i.e., greater 

consistency) of teacher–child interactions across the daily activities, alongside interaction 

quality is associated with better social and behavioral child outcomes (e.g., Brock & Curby, 

2014; Curby et al., 2013). This is in line with the propositions of developmental theories 

emphasizing the benefits of stability and predictability of interactions (e.g., Ainsworth, 

1969; Bowlby, 1969; Kaplan & Berman, 2010). However, more information is warranted 

on the role that the variability of teacher–child interaction plays in the development of 

toddler’s social competence. 

Prior research has shown that children’s patterns of interacting with their peers become 

fairly stable through school entry (e.g., Boivin et al., 2005). To chart children’s very early 

skill development, it is critical to understand how teachers can foster children’s social 

competence in toddlerhood. The relevance of early onset studies has been shown by the 

findings of one of the few longitudinal studies documenting that the interactional 

experiences that children have within ECEC can have a long-lasting impact on their later 

social development all the way through their teenage years (e.g., Vandell et al., 2010).  

The current study aims to examine the associations between teacher–child interaction 

quality and social competence in ECEC toddler classrooms, along with the role that the 

variability of teacher–child interaction quality plays in toddlers’ social competence. 

Social competence  

Social competence is a multidimensional construct that includes several key dimensions 

leading to achieving one’s social goals while maintaining positive relationships over time 

(e.g., Ladd, 2005; Rose-Krasnor, 1997; Santos et al., 2014; Waters & Sroufe, 1983). Social 

skills and socio-cognitive abilities are key in creating and maintaining meaningful and 

positive relationships (e.g., Ladd, 1999; Rubin et al., 2006). Regulation of emotions and 

behaviors along with understanding the expressions, intentions, and emotions of others 

is also needed to aid the child in controlling their own behavior and engaging in satisfying 

and reciprocal interactions (Denham, 2006; Rubin et al., 2006). Vaughan van Hecke et al. 

(2007) contended that social competence is predicated based on the individual’s 

tendency to express positive emotions and interest, the ability to integrate the behavior 

of oneself with others in social interactions, and the ability to regulate attention and 

emotional reactivity within a frame of positive goal-related activity. 

Social competence is not considered an innate characteristic of a child; rather, it is 

constructed through learning and engagement in various social interactions (Ladd, 2005) 

and contexts (e.g., Rogoff, 2008). Through the multitude of opportunities to interact with 

age-mates and children of different ages, toddlers gain an understanding of how to engage 

in more complex interactions in prosocial ways and how to resolve conflicts and regulate 

http://jecer.org/


41 

 

Salminen, Pakarinen, Poikkeus, Laakso & Lerkkanen.       

Journal of Early Childhood Education Research  11(1) 2022, 38–67. http://jecer.org 

their emotions so that they can inhibit aggressive behaviors (e.g., Chen et al., 2001; Howes, 

2011).  

The present study utilizes an operationalization of toddlers’ social competence, as 

presented in the validation study of the Multisource Assessment of Social Competence 

Scale (MASCS) by Junttila et al. (2006), which draws from the constructs of the School 

Social Behavior Scales (see Crowley & Merrell, 2003). Here, social competence has been 

defined as reflecting two key domains of behaviors and related skills: presence of 

prosocial behavior (i.e., engagement in socially desirable activities, manifesting skills such 

as cooperation and empathy) and lack or absence of antisocial behavior (i.e., self-

regulation and inhibition of behaviors with negative social outcomes, such as 

impulsiveness and disruptiveness) (Crowley & Merrell, 2003; Junttila, 2006; Merrell, 

1993; Merrell & Gimpel, 1998).  

Prosocial behavior 

Prosocial behavior refers to socially desirable actions that socialization agents seek to 

foster in children, such as caring, sharing, helping, and comforting others (Crowley & 

Merrell, 2003; Junttila, 2006; Rubin et al., 2006). In the current study prosocial behaviors 

are defined as comprising the dimensions of cooperation and empathy. Cooperation with 

peers and participation in different group activities comprise the behaviors requiring 

social skills. Empathy, on the other hand, is typically seen to refer to the affective 

experience of another individual’s emotional state and recognition of what the other feels 

(Lamm et al., 2007). Emphatic children are sensitive toward others, avoid hurting others’ 

feelings, and notice and understand how others are feeling. Toddlers can showcase 

empathy as “feeling with the other,” indicating mutuality with a feeling offered by another 

person (Quann & Wien, 2006). At around 2 years of age, children’s greater understanding 

of mental states and situations of other persons motivates them to engage in empathic 

behaviors (Ornaghi et al., 2020). Ability for empathy is considered to be an important 

mechanism behind many prosocial and moral behaviors that strengthen group cohesion 

and cooperation (Rieffe et al., 2010). Prosocial behaviors develop rapidly in toddlerhood 

(at around ages 2 and 3), along with toddlers’ increased cooperation with others and the 

ability to help others and feel empathy (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; Rubin et al., 2006). 

Prosocial behaviors in toddlerhood can be considered the building blocks of good 

citizenship because they increase the “human capacities” for affiliation, cooperation, 

altruism, and understanding of social norms (Hay & Cook, 2007). In later childhood, a 

higher extent of prosocial behavior predicts acceptance by peers and can also promote 

learning processes (see Rubin et al., 1998). 
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Antisocial behavior 

The second domain of social competence focused on in the present study is the absence 

of antisocial behavior. Antisocial behavior is linked with negative social outcomes, which 

can be both intentional or unintentional and can be directed toward others or toward the 

self, here operationalized through impulsivity and disruptiveness. Impulsivity relates to 

an individual’s ability to inhibit undesired behavior in a given social situation; therefore, 

impulsivity closely relates to early self-regulation skills (e.g., Rose-Kasnor & Denham, 

2009; Willoughby et al., 2010). Impulsive children may struggle in situations where 

waiting for one’s turn is required or where sudden reactions to situations, persons, or 

events need to be suppressed. Disruptiveness, on the other hand, is directed at other 

people and typically involves aggressive behavior. Disruptive behavior can be manifested 

as teasing, disrespecting others, annoying, disturbing, or being aggressive toward peers 

or adults (Junttila et al., 2006; see also Williams et al., 2007). Antisocial behavior in a 

child’s early years appears to first increase until the age of 3 and then gradually declines, 

which can be explained by children’s developing abilities that aid in understanding other 

persons’ ideas, attitudes, and opinions (NICHD ECCRN, 2004; Tremblay, 2000; Rubin et 

al., 2006), but also with increased self-regulation skills (e.g., Denham et al., 2012). 

Antisocial behavior in toddlerhood may not necessarily indicate poor social competence: 

aggression and expression of impulses within the safe environment of ECEC can be seen 

to represent the normative age-related patterns of development (Williams et al., 2007). 

Older children with a high extent of antisocial behavior, on the other hand, are more likely 

to perform poorly on academic tasks and more likely to have higher levels of school 

dropout (Denham, 2006; Farmer, 2000; Raver & Knitzer, 2002). High rates of aggressive 

behavior in first-grade students have been shown to increase the likelihood of behavioral 

adjustment problems in interactions with both teachers and peers (Thomas et al., 2008).  

Quality and variability of teacher–child interactions  

ECEC quality commonly pertains to the structural and process features that jointly exert 

their influence on child outcomes (European Commission, 2014; Vlasov et al., 2019). 

Supportive and high-quality teacher–child interactions, which are the most common 

indicator of high process quality, are known to promote children's social, emotional, and 

cognitive development (e.g., OECD, 2018; Slot et al., 2018).  

In the current study, the quality of teacher–child interaction was operationalized along 

with the constructs delineated in the Teaching Through Interactions framework (TTI; 

Hamre et al., 2013). Interactions in toddler classrooms have been studied to a lesser 

extent, with the TTI framework compared to preschool, kindergarten, and primary 

classrooms, but the accumulating evidence convincingly shows that similar 

characteristics of high-quality teacher–child interaction are mutually beneficial for 

http://jecer.org/


43 

 

Salminen, Pakarinen, Poikkeus, Laakso & Lerkkanen.       

Journal of Early Childhood Education Research  11(1) 2022, 38–67. http://jecer.org 

children of different ages (e.g., Salminen, Guedes, et al., 2021; Broekhuizen et al., 2016; 

Perlman et al., 2016). It is, however, noteworthy that teacher–child interaction is 

conceptualized and scaled age-appropriately across the observation instruments 

intended for different age groups. The assessment instrument for toddlers, drawing from 

the TTI framework, the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS-Toddler; La Paro 

et al., 2012), comprises two main domains: emotional and behavioral support and 

engaged support for learning. Emotional and behavioral support is rooted in the 

theoretical underpinnings of attachment theory (e.g., Gonzales-Mena & Widmeyer Eyer, 

2007), theories of self-regulated learning (e.g., Calkins, 2007), and developmentally 

appropriate practices (e.g., Bredekamp & Copple, 2008). The domain of engaged support 

for learning builds on the theoretical understanding of interactions as the key mechanism 

through which learning and development are supported. It also addresses the specific role 

of language in children’s engagement and learning (e.g., Vygotsky, 1978), encompassing 

the degree to which the aspects of interactions between teacher and children, such as 

feedback and scaffolding, foster a toddler’s learning and development.  

The TTI framework states that high-quality teacher–child interactions are not only 

nurturing and responsive but also include low amounts of variability (Bailey et al., 2013; 

Finders et al., 2021). Over the past decade, increasing attention has been given to the 

variability of teacher–child interactions, in addition to the broader quality of these 

interactions (e.g., Brock & Curby, 2014; Curby et al., 2013; Finders et al., 2021). This 

suggests that both quality and variability contribute unique and important aspects to 

children’s interactional experiences in the classroom environment. In the current study, 

variability refers to the degree to which the quality of teacher–child interactions 

systematically varies across a day. Interaction variability builds theoretically on the 

principles of attachment theory (e.g., Ainsworth, 1969; Bowlby, 1969). Low variability—

that is, high stability of interactions—has been associated with increased predictability 

on how teacher responds to children’s needs and initiations across different activities and 

settings. This, in turn, increases the children’s sense of security and facilitates their 

engagement and exploration in the classroom context (Brock & Curby, 2014). 

Additionally, the resource depletion theory (Kaplan & Berman, 2010) suggests that high 

variability in teacher–interaction increases the amount of cognitive effort by requiring 

children to divide their attention between classroom social activities and the interactions 

of an unpredictable teacher and distract them from fully engaging in and making sense of 

social interactions (Curby et al., 2013). 

Teacher–child interaction quality, variability, and children’s social 

competence 

Prior studies utilizing the TTI framework (Hamre et al., 2013) to conceptualize teacher–

child interactions have consistently documented links between a teacher’s high-quality 

http://jecer.org/
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emotional support and higher social competence among children in the kindergarten and 

toddler classroom context. These links exist in terms of both improved prosocial 

behaviors and diminished antisocial behaviors. Emotional support has been shown to 

predict more advanced prosocial behaviors (i.e., cooperation and empathic behavior) 

among six-year-old Finnish kindergarteners (Pakarinen et al., 2020) and increased 

cooperation and participation in social activities among four-year-old kindergarteners in 

the United States (Mashburn et al., 2008). By focusing on school transition, Broekhuizen 

et al. (2016) confirmed that higher-quality emotional and behavioral support in preschool 

and kindergarten classrooms predicted among other things, more cooperation with 

others and more empathic behavior in both kindergarten and the first grade. Similar 

findings have also been reported with respect to toddlers’ social competence. A study in 

the context of Dutch toddler classrooms showed that high levels of emotional and 

behavioral support were related to more caregiver-rated child social competence (e.g., 

cooperation with others and empathy) one year later (Broekhuizen et al., 2018). The 

mechanism underlying the prediction links sensitive and responsive teacher interactions 

to strengthening children’s sense of security and a higher propensity to explore their 

social environment (Downer et al., 2010). Emotionally supportive, sensitive, and 

responsive interactions therefore increase children’s capacity to engage in positive and 

socially desirable behaviors by cooperating and showing empathic behaviors toward 

peers and adults in the classroom (e.g., Pakarinen et al., 2020). It is also likely that 

sensitive, warm, and responsive teachers can provide children with an experience of a 

broader culture of care in the classroom, further shaping children’s prosocial behaviors 

(e.g., Quann & Wien, 2006).  

Teachers’ high-quality emotional support has also been associated with fewer antisocial 

behaviors among toddlers and older children. In a study by La Paro et al. (2014), toddlers 

were rated as having fewer behavioral problems (e.g., aggression, defiance, and negative 

emotionality) in classrooms where the teachers’ emotional and behavioral support was of 

a higher quality. In the study by Broekhuizen et al. (2016), a similar association was 

observed as kindergarteners and first graders established fewer behavioral problems 

(e.g., aggressiveness, conduct problems) in classrooms of higher emotional support. 

These associations could be explained by the fact that emotionally supportive, warm, and 

sensitive interactions in a classroom can help children focus on the tasks at hand (e.g., 

Pakarinen et al., 2014). This may play a particularly important role for children who 

experience difficulties in regulating their emotions and show disruptiveness and 

impulsivity in classroom settings.  

The role of variability in teacher–child interaction quality for children’s interactional 

experiences in classroom contexts and consequently in their development of social 

competence has been, to our current understanding, examined only with respect to 

teachers’ emotional support (see Brock & Curby, 2014; Curby et al., 2013) and not within 

http://jecer.org/
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toddler classrooms. Regarding the variability of teacher–child interactions, Curby et al. 

(2013) showed that children in an emotionally consistent (i.e., low variability) preschool 

classrooms had superior achievement gains and displayed more social competence (e.g., 

cooperation in the classroom) the following year relative to those children in less 

emotionally consistent classrooms. Furthermore, in a study by Brock and Curby (2014), 

children who experienced consistent emotional support and close relationships with their 

teachers in pre-K also received higher social competence (e.g., cooperation) ratings by 

their kindergarten teachers in contrast to children in classrooms with less emotional 

support consistency. The low variability in teacher–child interactions was considered to 

produce a more conducive learning atmosphere, one where the children would know 

more of what to expect and feel more secure. This allows them to attend to learning tasks 

with fewer disruptions and without the cognitive load of dividing their attention between 

ongoing social interactions with their peers and an unpredictable teacher. Moreover, an 

emotionally inconsistent teacher might also serve as a poor role model for emotion 

regulation and thus for cooperation (Brock & Curby, 2014). In these studies, emotional 

support consistency, along with the mean levels of emotional support quality, provided 

additional information about the interactional experiences children encounter in the 

classroom environment, and their unique relations to child outcomes (Curby et al., 2013).  

Taken together, the prior literature provides evidence of predictive associations between 

teachers’ emotional and behavioral support—and the consistency thereof—and young 

children’s social competence. Teacher’s observed instructional support/engaged support 

for learning, though, has been more systematically linked with benefits for academic 

outcomes (e.g., Howes et al., 2008; Mashburn et al., 2008). However, a few studies have 

suggested that instructional support can also foster social competence. First, a study by 

Siekkinen et al. (2013) revealed that instructional support was associated with children’s 

low levels of disruptiveness in Finnish kindergarten classrooms and that there was a link 

with teacher stress. Additionally, Bulotsky-Shearer et al. (2020) showed that higher 

organizational and instructional support was beneficial in buffering the risks of social 

competence for children who entered preschool exhibiting problem behavior with peers. 

The mechanism could be such that in classrooms with higher instructional support, 

teachers actively engage children in the learning processes by promoting language skills, 

problem solving and planning through the use of feedback and modeling. This can be seen 

to bolster particularly useful skills for the successful initiation of play with peers (see, e.g., 

Bulotsky-Shearer et al., 2020).  

Second, the study by Siekkinen et al. (2013) also revealed a link between higher 

instructional quality and higher levels of empathy. Although there are no other studies 

using the CLASS instrument to confirm this finding, teachers’ verbal guidance and 

conversing (also central to instructional support) have more broadly been shown to have 

a positive impact on the development of children’s social competence, particularly 

http://jecer.org/
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prosocial skills like empathy and cooperation. For instance, Spivak and Farran (2012) 

reported an association between teachers’ verbal encouragement of prosocial behavior 

and empathy (e.g., encouraging children to share, drawing children’s attention to others’ 

feelings with feedback) and children’s gains in prosocial behavior in the context of first-

grade classrooms. Similarly, an intervention study conducted in toddler classrooms by 

Grazzani et al. (2016) showed that conversing about emotions with small groups of 

toddlers increased toddlers’ prosocial behavior (e.g., empathic behavior and cooperation) 

and emotional understanding. Rosenthal and Gatt (2011) noted that teachers’ verbal 

modeling and explanation-seeking are particularly useful strategies for supporting 

toddlers’ social competence (e.g., competent empathic behavior). They use the concept of 

“audiencing” when referring to teachers’ facilitation intended to support empathic 

behavior among toddlers during moments of heightened emotionality. The role of the 

teacher is considered to be effective through two mechanisms. One is responding to the 

needs of an individual child (e.g., comforting a child who is upset and helping them to 

regulate their emotion). The other is setting the stage for learning for the whole group by 

helping the other children (the audience) understand the experiences of their peer and 

attend to the needs of their peer and providing a model of empathic behavior for them. 

Finally, scaffolding toddlers’ verbal expressions through the rich use of language might be 

particularly relevant for supporting empathic behaviors, because toddlers have 

limitations in terms of vocabulary, verbal communication, and their ability to reflect and 

report on their own perceptions of interactions (Howes, 2011). 

The current study 

The present study aims to provide novel information on the role that the quality and 

variability of teacher–child interactions may play in creating a supportive interactional 

context for the development of social competence in ECEC toddler classrooms. We 

examine the extent to which the quality and variability of teacher–child interactions are 

associated with social competence (i.e., the presence of prosocial behaviors and the 

absence of antisocial behaviors) among Finnish toddlers. Based on prior studies with 

older children (e.g., Pakarinen et al., 2020), we expect to find an association between high-

quality teacher–child interactions in the domain of emotional and behavioral support and 

higher prosocial (i.e., more cooperative and empathic) and lower antisocial behaviors (i.e., 

less disruptive and impulsive), as rated by toddlers’ ECEC teachers (e.g., Pakarinen et al., 

2020; Broekhuizen et al., 2016). Additionally, relying on the growing body of evidence on 

the importance of instructional support/ engaged support for learning for children’s 

social competence among older children, we further expect to find an association between 

higher-quality engaged support for learning and higher prosocial (more empathic 

http://jecer.org/
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behaviors) and lower antisocial behaviors (less disruptive behaviors) (Siekkinen et al., 

2013).  

We also examine the association between the variability of teacher–child interactions 

across the observations and toddlers’ social competence. Limited evidence of the benefits 

of lower variability of teacher–child interactions in the domain of emotional support in 

terms of children’s cooperation skills has been established (e.g., Curby et al., 2013). 

Therefore, we expect higher levels of variability in the emotional and behavioral support 

domain to be associated with less cooperative behaviors among toddlers rated by their 

ECEC teachers. Furthermore, based on a prior study showing that instructional support 

quality also varies significantly across daily activities (see Cabell et al., 2014; Finders et 

al., 2021), we anticipate that variations in the engaged support for learning might also be 

influential for toddlers’ social competence. However, no dimension-specific expectations 

were set for the current study.  

Method 

Participants and procedure 

The current study is part of a larger project focusing on the role of teacher–child 

interactions in children’s learning and development (Interaction, Development and 

Learning [VUOKKO]–follow-up study: Lerkkanen & Salminen, 2015–2019). The 

participants were recruited from one medium-sized Finnish city as part of a shared 

development project between the city and university in the fall of 2015. The data for the 

current study were gathered during the fall of 2015 (T1) and spring of 2016 (T2). 

The participants were 42 teachers and 242 children (53% boys; Mage at T1 = 28.7 months, 

SD = 3.5), all born in 2013 and enrolled in 43 toddler classrooms from 36 public 

(nonprofit) day care centers. Before approaching the ECEC teachers and parents, a 

research permit was obtained from the city administration that was responsible for the 

ECEC and from the ECEC center leaders. Initially, all public ECEC centers in the city, which 

had children born in year 2013 were approached with a research invitation. Participation 

in the study, however, was voluntary, and active informed consent was obtained from the 

parents (regarding their child’s and their own participation) and ECEC teachers. Because 

there were also younger and older children in every classroom (and not included in the 

research sample of children born in 2013 for whom the questionnaire data were 

collected), informed consent for all children who were present during the video 

recordings was collected via parents in each participating classroom. 

http://jecer.org/
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An average of 17 children were enrolled in the classrooms (Min = 8, Max = 45, SD = 7). 

The number of participating children in a classroom varied between 1 and 11 (M = 6 

participating children). All teachers were qualified to work in ECEC and held either an 

ECEC teacher qualification or at least a tertiary degree qualification (i.e., that of a practical 

nurse). The participating teachers had an average teaching experience of 18 years (SD = 

9.4). In most groups (77.5%), the age range of the children varied between 0 and 3 years, 

and in the remaining groups (22.5%), the age range was somewhat wider. Information 

was available for the education levels of 195 mothers, 33.3% of whom had attended high 

school or less, and 66.7% had a vocational or higher education degree. 

The quality of teacher–child interaction was observed with the Classroom Assessment 

Scoring System CLASS-Toddler (La Paro et al., 2012) in toddler classrooms in the spring 

(T2). Each toddler classroom was observed during two separate days in the morning 

hours between 8 a.m. and 12 a.m. During these classroom visits, four typical daily 

activities were video recorded: play, emerging academic, creative activity, and meal, 

representing the typical daily experiences for children in ECEC (see, e.g., Booren et al., 

2012; Slot et al., 2016). Altogether three to four video-recorded cycles were obtained for 

each classroom, resulting in a total of 164 cycles. An average length of the cycles was 17 

minutes. From five classrooms, only three video-recorded cycles were obtained.  

Teachers were asked to rate the children’s social competence (i.e., presence of 

cooperation and empathy, absence of disruptiveness, and impulsivity) twice during the 

academic year (fall [T1] and spring [T2]) using the Multisource Assessment of Social 

Competence Scale (MASCS; Junttila et al., 2006). The spring ratings were around the same 

time or after the classroom video recordings. On average, the time between the two waves 

of data collection of teacher ratings was six months. Parents reported their education and 

family characteristics through a questionnaire. However, all parents did not reply to the 

questionnaire, and only the responses of mothers (of education and family demographics) 

were considered in the analysis because their response rate was higher than that of 

fathers.  

Measures 

Teacher–child interaction quality and variability in quality 

The CLASS-Toddler (La Paro et al., 2012) instrument was used to measure the quality of 

teacher–child interactions. The CLASS-Toddler is an observational tool designed to 

analyze the interactions between teachers and children aged 15–36 months old. The 

CLASS-Toddler assesses eight dimensions across two broad domains: emotional and 

behavioral support and engaged support for learning. Emotional and behavioral support 

encompasses the dimensions of positive climate, negative climate, teacher sensitivity, 

regard for child perspectives, and behavior guidance. This domain measures the degree 
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to which the interactions between the teacher and children are warm and affectionate and 

lack a negative tone and punitive control. It also takes into consideration how sensitive 

and responsive teachers are to a child’s needs, to what extent they seek to follow a child’s 

interests, and whether proactive strategies are used to promote a child’s behavior 

regulation (La Paro et al., 2012). The second domain—engaged support for learning—

comprises the dimensions of facilitation of learning and development, quality of feedback, 

and language modeling, focusing on teachers’ strategies to promote learning, thinking, 

reasoning, and language development through multimodal facilitation and engagement 

(La Paro et al., 2012). Each dimension is scored on a 7-point scale across 20-minute 

observation cycles based on the behavioral markers provided in the manual. Scores of 1 

and 2 are considered to reflect a low quality, 3 to 5 midrange, and 6 and 7 high quality.  

Two trained observers rated the quality of teacher–child interactions using the CLASS-

Toddler (rating independently each cycle for the 8 dimensions). The means for each of the 

two domains were calculated across dimensions at each cycle and across raters and 

averaged across the entire observation. Based on a factor analysis, a negative climate item 

was excluded from the emotional and behavioral support domain. The Cronbach’s alpha 

reliability for emotional and behavioral support was .86 and was .87 for engaged support 

for learning, suggesting high internal consistency. 

In addition, the present study investigated the variability of teacher–child interactions 

(i.e., standard deviation) across the cycles of the teacher–child interactions domain 

scores. Consistent with prior work in this field (Curby et al., 2010), the average amount of 

within-day variability was calculated for emotional and behavioral support and engaged 

support for the learning domains. This involved computing the variances within a day and 

then taking the square root to convert these values into a standard deviation. This 

standard deviation for emotional and behavioral support and engaged support for 

learning was used in the analyses as an indicator of the variability of teacher–child 

interaction quality. Inspecting variability alongside mean quality is important as, merely 

collapsing CLASS scores across observation cycles to arrive at an average may mask 

meaningful differences between classrooms and important information about children’s 

learning environments can be lost (Finders et al., 2021). 

Prior to coding, the two observers attended a two-day CLASS-Toddler training session 

with a certified trainer. At the end of the training, each observer coded five master-coded 

videos and passed the reliability test within 1 scale point of at least 80% of the master 

codes. In addition, a subset of the video-recorded cycles was double coded to ensure 

reliability. On average, the interrater agreement within 1 scale point (as suggested by 

Pianta et al., 2008) was 98%, ranging from 94% (regard for child perspectives; 97% 

teacher sensitivity and quality of feedback) to 100% (remaining CLASS-Toddler 

dimensions). Intraclass correlations calculated for the two raters’ codings averaged .85, 
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ranging from .81 (teacher sensitivity) to .93 (facilitation of learning and development), 

suggesting high interrater reliability across the observers. A previous study has 

demonstrated the structural validity of the CLASS-Toddler in Finnish toddler classrooms 

(see Cadima et al., 2021). 

Social competence 

Teachers rated toddlers’ social competence using the MASCS (Junttila et al., 2006). In the 

development of the MASCS, some of the constructs and operationalizations of prosocial 

and antisocial behavior present in the teacher rating of the School Social Behavior Scale 

(SSBS; Merrell 1993; Merrell & Gimpel, 1998; see also Crowley & Merrell, 2003) were 

utilized as the basis for the new instrument adapted for Finnish use. The MASCS is 

considerably shorter than the SSBS regarding the number of items, and it was expanded 

to ratings by parents and children themselves, as well as teachers. The MASCS has been 

documented to be a valid and reliable tool in the Finnish samples for assessing social 

competence across several age groups—including toddlers (see Junttila et al., 2006; 

Paunula et al., 2020).  

The MASCS items (a total of 13 in the present study) were rated on a 4-point scale (1 = 

never, 4 = very frequently) by the toddler’s classroom teachers (one teacher’s rating for 

each child) in the fall (T1) and spring (T2). The MASCS comprises the following four 

dimensions, which form the scales for the domains of prosocial behavior and antisocial 

behavior: The domain of prosocial behavior consists of Cooperation (three items: 

“Participates efficiently in group activities”; “Offers help to other children”; and 

“Cooperates with other children”: α = .68 [T1] and .71 [T2]) and Empathy (three items: 

“Knows how to be a good friend”; “Is sensitive to the feelings of others”; and “Shows 

acceptance toward other children”: α = .75, [T1] and .85 [T2]). The domain of antisocial 

behaviors consists of Disruptiveness (four items: “Argues and quarrels with peers”; 

“Teases or makes fun of other children”; “Acts without thinking”; and “Bothers and 

irritates other children”: α = .74 [T1] and .85 [T2]) and Impulsivity (three items: “Has a 

short fuse”; “Has temper outbursts or tantrums”; and “Irritates her/himself easily”: α = 

.87 [T1] and .91 [T2]). Higher scores for each dimension indicate higher levels of prosocial 

and antisocial behaviors. The dimension scores of social competence were used in the 

present analysis. 

Analysis strategy 

The data were analyzed using the Mplus statistical package (Version 8; Muthén & Muthén, 

1998–2015). We used the Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) estimation to 

account for missing data (Enders, 2001) and the Maximum Likelihood Robust (MLR) 

estimator to adjust for any non-normality in the data. The separate multilevel models 

were specified for each dimension of social competence because of their high 
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intercorrelations. Social competence in the spring was predicted by social competence in 

the fall. The quality of teacher–child interactions was assessed in the spring (including 

CLASS dimension and domain scores and a calculated measure of variability in quality of 

teacher–child interactions). CLASS domains were analyzed in separate models due to 

their high correlation (r = .690, p <.001). Children’s gender, age, teacher–child ratio, and 

mothers’ level of education were controlled for in the analyses due to the fact, that these 

factors are considered to be key background characteristic linked to either/or social 

competence and teacher–child interactions (e.g., Cadima et al., 2021; Pakarinen et al., 

2020). 

 

The goodness of fit of the models was evaluated using four indicators: chi-square, 

Bentler’s comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis fit index (TLI), the root mean square 

error of approximation (RMSEA), and the standardized root mean square residual 

(SRMR). The cutoff values for good-fitting models were as follows: χ2 = ns (p >.05), SRMR 

<.05, RMSEA <.05, and CFI and TLI >.95 (Byrne, 2012). Standardized regression 

coefficients were used as measures of effect size, with β < 0.10 indicating a small effect, a 

β of around 0.30 indicating a medium-sized effect, and β > 0.50 indicating a large effect 

size (Kline, 2005). 

Results 

The descriptive statistics are shown in Table 1. Correlations between the study variables 

are shown in Table 2. First, the modeling indicated that proportion of variance accounted 

at the classroom level was statistically significant in teacher ratings of empathy (ICC = .29 

and .22, T1 and T2, respectively), disruptiveness (ICC = .14 and .16, T1 and T2, 

respectively), and cooperation (ICC = .13 at T1) whereas it was not statistically significant 

in teacher ratings of cooperation (ICC = .12 at T2) and impulsivity (ICC = .11 and .06, T1 

and T2, respectively). To account for the level of social competence at the beginning of the 

school year, we decided to continue with multilevel modeling with the dimensions of 

empathy and disruptiveness because they had significant classroom-level variation in 

both the fall and spring. The results of the multilevel models are presented in Table 3. 
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TABLE 1  Descriptive statistics for the study variables  

VARIABLES N % M SD RANGE 

Child Characteristics      

   Gender (Boy) 128 52.9    

   Age in Months 242  28.67 3.46 23‒34 

Teacher Characteristics      

   Female 42 97.7    

   Age in Years 40  45.93 9.62 23‒60 

   Work Experience in Years 39  17.54 9.40 4‒36 

Classroom Characteristics      

   Group Size 40  16.90 7 8‒45 

   Child–Adult Ratio 40  5.03 1.07 3.25‒7.70 

Teacher–Child Interactions      

   Emotional and Behavioral Support 42  5.58 .43 4.56‒6.25 

   Variability in EBS1 39  1.59 .79 0‒3.33 

   Engaged Support for Learning 42  3.35 .48 2.33‒ 4.25 

   Variability in ESL2 39  1.70 .83 .33‒3.61 

Social Competence      

Cooperation T1 205  2.24 .44 1.07‒3.17 

Empathy T1 205  2.28 .46 .81‒3.25 

Disruptiveness T1 205  1.35 .41 .71‒2.82 

Impulsivity T1 205  1.73 .61 .86‒3.42 

Cooperation T2 161  2.36 .45 1.07‒3.36 

Empathy T2 160  2.46 .49 .81‒3.40 

Disruptiveness T2 160  1.38 .42 .68‒2.74 

Impulsivity T2 160  1.87 .61 .86‒3.60 

Note. 1Emotional and behavioral support; 2Engaged support for learning
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TABLE 2  Correlations between the study variables (between level correlations above the diagonal) 

 
1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.  7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 13. 14. 15. 16. 

1. Child Age  1 - - - - -  - - - - - - - - - - 

2. Child gender  .056 1 - - - -  - - - - - - - - - - 

3. Mother’s Education .034 -.074 1 - - -  - - - - - - - - - - 

4. Adult-Child Ratio  - - - 1 .520** .200  .038 .061 .227 .382 .715** .763 .189 .099 -.043 .013 

5. Cooperation T1  .227** -.280*** .058 - 1 .732***  -.335 -.224 .654+ .696** -.374 -.601 -.106 -.096 .129 -.176 

6. Empathy T1  .181** -.142* .005 - .732*** 1  -.565* -.172 -.076 .338 -.434 .346 -.140 .019 .281+ .047 

7. Disruptiveness T1 -.085 .200** .064 - -.248*** -.451***  1 .740*** -.908+ -.254 .690* .743 -.324 -.338 .280 -.301 

8. Impulsivity T1 -.019 .173* -.043 - -.215** -.365***  .722*** 1 -.373 .012 .683+ .691 -.613* -.524* .084 -.052 

9. Cooperation T2 .030 -.374*** .163+ - .591*** .389***  -.276** -.295*** 1 .253 -.076 -.442 .407* .478+ -.380 -.496+ 

10. Empathy T2  .031 -.148+ .075 - .524*** .479***  -.374*** -.403*** .699*** 1 .376 .031 -.031 .212 -.136 -.407* 

11. Disruptiveness T2 .014 .169* -.029 - -.198* -.327***  .627*** .579*** -.262** -.418*** 1 .787 .023 .023 -.338 -.083 

12. Impulsivity T2 -.011 .087 -.081 - -.172* -.238**  .523*** .747*** -.321*** -.488*** .669*** 1 -.688 -.437 .366 .694 

13. EBS1 - - - - - -  - - - - - - 1 .690*** .122 .210 

14. ESL2 - - - - - -  - - - - - - - 1 .309+ .470** 

15. Variability in EBS3  - - - - - -  - - - - - - - - 1 .767*** 

16. Variability in ESL4  - - - - - -  - - - - - - - - - 1 

Note. + p <.09, * p <.05, ** p <.01, ***p <.001; 1EBS = Emotional and behavioral support; 2ESL = Engaged support for learning; 3Variability in emotional and 
behavioral support; 4Variability in engaged support for learning 
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TABLE 3  Teacher–child interaction quality, its variability, and social competence 

 Engaged Support for Learning Emotional and Behavioral Support 

 
Empathy T2 Disruptiveness 

T2 
Empathy T2 Disruptiveness 

T2 

Models β / r (SE) β / r (SE) β / r (SE) β / r (SE) 

Within (Child-level)        

Regression paths β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) 

Social Competence a T1→ Social   
Competence a T2 

.532*** (.074) .612*** (.089) .530*** (.076) .610*** (.087) 

Age→ Social Competence a T2 -.077 (.077) -.016 (.072) -.064 (.071) -.026 (.073) 

Mother’s Education→ Social  
Competence a T2 

.073 (.075) -.067 (.076) .082 (.075) -.066 (.077) 

  Genderb → Social Competence a T2 -.077 (.070) .016 (.072) -.107 (.069) .032 (.071) 

Covariances/Correlations r (SE) r (SE) r (SE) r (SE) 

Social Competence a T1 with 
Gender b 

-.214** (.078) .198* (.079) -.229** (.075) .197* (.079) 

Social Competence a T1 with Age .115* (.055) -.083 (.078) .128* (.055) -.081 (.074) 

Social Competence a T1 with  
Mother’s Education 

.039 (.090) .072 (.083) .048 (.090) .075 (.083) 

Gender b with Mother’s Education -.074 (.060) -.075 (.060) -.074 (.060) -.075 (.060) 

Gender b with Age .045 (.050) .045 (.050) .045 (.050) .045 (.370) 

Mother’s Education with Age .029 (.074) .027 (.074) .029 (.074) .027 (.074) 

Between (Classroom Level)       

Regression paths β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) β (SE) 

Social Competence a T1→ Social  
Competence a T2 

.456+ (.266) .815+ (.489) .423 (.320) .697* (.315) 

TCIc→ Social Competence a T2 .643** (.243) .383 (.431) -.063 (.303) .232 (.206) 

Variability in TCIc → Social 
Competence a T2 

-.598** (.211) -.299 (.371) -.148 (.264) -.208 (.190) 

Child-Adult Ratio → Social  
Competence a T2 

.215 (.169) .522+ (.272) .303 (.220) .502* (.243) 

Social Competence a T1 → TCIc  -.007 (.233) -.406 (.258) -.243+ (.140) -.300 (.268) 

Social Competence a T1  
→Variability in TCIc 

.111 (.255) .168 (.306) .352* (.149) .133 (.239) 

Covariances/Correlations r (SE) r (SE) r (SE) r (SE) 

TCIc with Variability in TCIc .482*** (.108) .578** (.172) .271* (.129) .159 (.128) 

TCIc with Child-Adult Ratio .104 (.156) .150 (.181) .218+ (.131) .215 (.136) 

Variability in TCIc with Child-Adult  
Ratio 

.003 (.135) -.003 (.151) -.075 (.153) -.038 (.155) 

Note. + p <.09, * p <.05, ** p <.01, ***p <.001; a Empathy & Disruptiveness; b 1 = girl; 2 = boy; c Teacher–child 

interaction quality = Engaged Support for Learning or Emotional and Behavioral Support 
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Disruptiveness  

The model for disruptiveness and emotional and behavioral support fitted the data well: 

χ2 (2) = 0.325, p = .850, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = .000, SRMRwithin = .002, SRMRbetween 

= .038. The results of the multilevel modeling (Table 3) indicated the classroom average 

level of disruptiveness was highly stable across the year (β = .697, p < .05). A higher 

educator–child ratio was positively linked to higher ratings of disruptiveness (β = .502, p 

< .05). Emotional and behavioral support and the variability of such support, however, 

were not significantly related to the classroom average level of disruptiveness. The results 

at the individual children level showed that disruptiveness was stable across the school 

year (β = .610, p < .001) and gender positively predicted disruptiveness (β = .197, p < .05), 

meaning that boys were rated by teachers as more disruptive. 

The model for disruptiveness and engaged support for learning fit the data well: χ2 (2) = 

0.694, p = .707, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = .000, SRMRwithin = .002, SRMRbetween = .049. 

The results (Table 3) were otherwise similar to the findings above, but the classroom 

average level of disruptiveness was found to be stable across the school year (β = .815, p 

< .10) only at a marginally significant level. Child–adult ratio was positively related to the 

disruptiveness (β = .522, p < .06), albeit marginally significantly. Engaged support for 

learning and the variability of such support, however, were not significantly related to the 

disruptiveness. 

Empathy  

The model for empathy and emotional and behavioral support fitted the data well: χ2 (2) 

= 1.070, p = .586, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = .000, SRMRwithin = .003, SRMRbetween = 

.049. The results of multilevel modeling (Table 3) indicated that the classroom average 

level of empathy in the fall was negatively related to observed emotional and behavioral 

support (β = -.243, p < .09) in the spring and positively related to variability in emotional 

and behavioral support (β = .352, p < .05). At the individual children level, empathy 

showed stability (β = .530, p < .001). The results further indicated that girls tended to be 

rated as more empathic by their teachers than boys (β = -.229, p < .01) and older children 

as more empathic than younger children (β = .128, p < .05). 

The model for empathy and engaged support for learning fitted the data well: χ2 (2) = 

0.973, p = .615, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, RMSEA = .000, SRMRwithin = .003, SRMRbetween = .044. 

The results of multilevel modeling (Table 3) indicated that the classroom average level of 

empathy in the fall was positively related to empathy in the spring (β = .456, p < .09), 

albeit marginally significantly. In addition, engaged support for learning was positively 

associated with teacher-rated classroom average level of empathy (β = .643, p < .01) in 

the spring when accounting for previous levels of empathy. In addition, a higher variance 

in engaged support for learning was negatively related to empathy (β = -.598, p < .01). At 
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the level of individual children, the results further indicated that empathy in the fall was 

positively related to empathy in the spring (β = .532, p < .01). In addition, girls tended to 

be rated as more empathic by their teachers than boys (β = -.214, p < .01) and older 

children as more empathic than younger children (β = .115, p < .05). 

Discussion 

The number of classroom observation studies (using the CLASS tool) have steadily 

increased, more recently in the context of ECEC. However, studies among toddlers 

continue to be very few. The current study set out to explore the extent to which the 

quality and variability of teacher–child interactions (as measured with the CLASS-

Toddler) are associated with children’s social competence, which are defined as prosocial 

and antisocial behavior as rated by their teachers, in a sample of Finnish toddler 

classrooms. The results indicated that a high quality of observed engaged support for 

learning in the classroom was positively associated with toddlers’ prosocial behavior, 

namely teacher ratings of empathy. In addition, higher variability in engaged support for 

learning in the classroom (i.e., less consistency across observational cycles) was 

negatively related to teacher ratings of empathy. At the same time, no associations were 

found between either of the CLASS domains of teacher–child interaction quality and 

teacher ratings of disruptiveness.  

The lack of associations between teacher–child interaction quality and teacher-rated 

toddler disruptiveness was rather unexpected because prior studies among older 

children have shown evidence of the benefits of higher-quality teacher support for less 

antisocial and problem behavior (e.g., Siekkinen et al., 2013). However, similar 

association has not been fully confirmed in the toddler classrooms, rather, the lack of 

association between observed teacher–child interaction quality and externalizing 

behavioral problems has been reported before (Broekhuizen et al., 2018). In the current 

study, this unexpected finding can at least partially be explained by broader toddler 

development and by the way disruptive behavior is perceived by teachers in toddler 

classrooms (see Williams et al., 2007). For instance, as toddlers’ play behavior gradually 

shifts toward shared play with peers, this means that children spend more time together, 

and these situations are also likely to challenge developing social skills and, for example, 

evoke disruptive and even aggressive behavior. Hence, teachers may consider 

disruptiveness as more natural and “expected” behavior in the case of toddlers than what 

the items of the MASCS instrument originally intend.  

Quality of engaged support for learning and empathic behavior 

Finding positive associations between a high quality of observed engaged support for 

learning and teacher-rated empathy was also rather surprising considering the broad and 
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well-documented evidence of the role of high quality emotional and behavioral support 

on the overall development of social competence across different age groups and 

countries (e.g., Broekhuizen et al., 2018; Curby et al., 2013; La Paro et al., 2014; Pakarinen 

et al., 2020). One possible reason for this may be because of the average quality of 

observed emotional and behavioral support was higher than for engaged support for 

learning. This suggests that toddler classrooms generally have a warm and affectionate 

climate, with teachers sensitively responding to children’s needs, initiatives, and 

perspectives, which may stem from heightened national attention to promoting the 

practices of teacher sensitivity and emotional availability in Finnish ECEC through 

research (Hännikäinen, 2017; Ranta, 2020) and interventions (e.g., Harkoma et al., 2021). 

However, international studies suggest that promoting positive, secure, and sensitive 

relationships with toddlers might not be enough to support children’s socio-emotional 

development (e.g., Rosenthal & Gatt, 2011). Thus, the findings point to the importance of 

ensuring high-quality instructional support/engaged support for learning for young 

children’s social development (e.g., Siekkinen et al., 2013). The results of the current study 

do not indicate that the role of emotional and behavioral support is not relevant for 

toddler’s social development but rather speak for the added value of high-quality engaged 

support for learning across the day and different activities.  

There are several plausible pathways that might explain the positive association between 

high quality engaged support for learning and children’s empathic behavior:  

Active facilitation provides a model of empathic behavior. The results of the current 

study speak to the importance of teacher’s purposeful presence with toddlers across 

different daily activities and intentional initiatives to engage children in activity through 

active facilitation. By actively engaging in activities with toddlers, teachers are more likely 

to observe the children’s behaviors and interests and connect with their ongoing 

activities. This allows teachers to directly acknowledge and support empathy and 

affective perspective taking by explaining or reasoning together with toddlers about 

emotions and their expressions. This assumption is in line with the notions of Rosenthal 

and Gatt (2011), who used the concept of “audiencing” when referring to teachers being 

both able to respond to the needs of the individual children and, at the same time, set the 

stage for learning of the whole group by helping the other children (the audience) to 

engage and understand the experiences of their peer, through providing a verbal and 

physical model of empathic behavior for them.  

Feedback and scaffolding reinforce empathic behavior. High-quality engaged support 

for learning is also characterized by the provision of thoughtful and constructive feedback 

that aids the toddler in recognizing the elements of prosocial behavior and pay attention 

to the appropriate means of interacting and negotiating one’s own desires with those of 

the others. The wide acknowledgment that social competence is learned rather than an 
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innate quality (e.g., Ladd, 2005) alludes to the fact that meaningful and well-timed 

feedback can bolster empathic behavior through positive reinforcement. By providing 

feedback and through affirmation and encouragement, teachers can help children 

recognize the moments they have behaved in an empathic way or showed empathy 

toward others (see also Spivak & Farran, 2012). Through scaffolding, the teacher can 

reinforce and solidify empathic behavior together with the children and gradually fortify 

the children’s self-efficacy beliefs in performing empathic behaviors independently and 

voluntarily (e.g., hugging when someone has hurt him- or herself, patting someone on the 

back, sharing emotions with the other, etc.).  

Rich and diverse use of language provides a vocabulary of empathy. Finally, the results 

of the current study have shown that regular and reciprocal discussions between teacher 

and children are not only effective contexts for improving toddlers’ language, learning, 

and deeper thinking skills (Salminen, Muhonen, et al., 2021) but also for learning 

empathic behaviors. During such discussions, teachers can address manifestations of 

empathic behavior with toddlers, for example, by discussing why it is important to show 

acceptance toward others or to know how to be a good friend. By using rich vocabulary 

and by repeating toddlers’ utterances and extending them with more nuanced 

expressions, teachers can provide children with effective tools in the form of “the right 

words” for their communication with peers in different situations. For toddlers, learning 

verbal expressions or labels for emotions provides them with a more sophisticated means 

to understand and make themselves understood by others. Finally, teachers’ use of self- 

and parallel talk is a particularly powerful way of making explicit and explaining empathic 

behavior for and with children. The teacher can make a child’s subtle gesture known, 

validated, and, therefore, more likely to be understood correctly by another child (e.g., 

“Now John is handing you a tissue. He wants you to wipe your tears, and maybe you would 

then like to play with him?”).  

Variability of engaged support for learning and empathic behavior 

Prior studies have shown that the variability of teacher child interaction is a meaningful 

measure for understanding children’s interactional experiences in the classroom context 

alongside teacher–child interaction quality (e.g., Finders et al., 2021). They have also 

shown that the lower variability of teacher–child interaction in the domain of emotional 

support plays a unique role in the developmental gains of preschoolers’ social 

competence (see Curby et al., 2013). Although, the results were limited in the current 

study, they are novel in showing that a higher variability of engaged support for learning 

may have detrimental effects on toddlers’ empathic behaviors. Similar findings have not 

been reported before. However, one explanation for the finding is that teachers who vary 

vastly in their interactions in the domain of engaged support for learning may fail to 

systematically engage in activities with toddlers and scaffold their behaviors through the 

timely use of language and feedback, consequently undermining toddlers’ developmental 
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needs, also with respect to empathic behaviors. Another explanation might relate to 

unpredictable teachers proving to be poor role models for establishing empathic behavior 

(see also Brock & Curby, 2014; Quann & Wien, 2006). Systematic modeling may be a 

particularly relevant avenue of learning for toddlers. It is interesting to note that in the 

prior study by Curby et al. (2013), mean levels of teacher–child interaction quality were 

not significant predictors of children’s social outcomes when consistency (i.e., low 

variability) was included in the same model. In our study, the mean levels of classroom 

quality were still related to empathy although variability was also included in the same 

multilevel model. This finding is important in suggesting that even though variability 

plays a role, it does not rule out the importance of teacher–child interaction quality. 

Rather, it suggests their unique contributions to building an interactional context for the 

development of social competence.  

Implications 

Finnish ECEC has typically had a strong emphasis on supporting children’s social skill 

development, and the role of interaction in child development and learning has been 

underlined in the national curriculum (Finnish National Agency for Education [EDUFI], 

2018, p. 15). However, the perspectives of infants and toddlers have been neglected in the 

curriculum (Rutanen & Hännikäinen, 2019), and shortcomings seem to exist in the 

implementation of pedagogy (actualized in teacher–child interactions) in toddler 

classrooms (Repo et al., 2020). The results of the current study add to the research of 

teacher–child interaction quality in toddler classrooms, indicating that high-quality 

engaged support for learning in the ECEC classrooms is beneficial to toddlers’ social 

competence. The results of the current study are particularly useful for ECEC teacher 

training because they provide new insights both for the importance and implementation 

of toddler pedagogy. In line with earlier literature in toddler, preschool, and kindergarten 

classrooms, the overall level of quality of teacher–child interactions in the domain of 

engaged support for learning was lower than the overall level in the domain of emotional 

and behavioral support, reaching only the low- to mid-levels. Furthermore, higher 

variability of teacher–child interaction quality in the domain of engaged support for 

learning was associated with fewer empathic behaviors on toddlers. Therefore, the results 

call for a continuing need to address the characteristics of teacher support, particularly in 

the domain of engaged support for learning and the stability of these interactions across 

daily activities as part of pre- and in-service training.  

Limitations and future directions 

The current study has some limitations. First, the observational data were gathered in 

ECEC settings within one Finnish municipality where teacher training takes place. 

Therefore, one must exert caution in generalizing the results. Second, in contrast to some 

prior studies, we found no association between observed classroom emotional and 
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behavioral support and ratings of toddlers’ social competence. The results should 

preferably be replicated in another toddler sample to further validate this finding. Related 

to this somewhat unexpected finding, it should be noted that the highly qualified, 

motivated, and knowledgeable staff of the toddler classrooms in the current sample may 

have decreased variation in the domain of emotional and behavioral support. The lack of 

broader associations between teacher–child interaction quality and domains of social 

competence, particularly antisocial behavior, should likewise be inspected in further 

studies. Third, teacher ratings of the assessment of children’s social competence in their 

classroom were used in the current study. Teacher assessment might be more vulnerable 

to bias, especially if not compared with other forms of assessment (e.g., parental ratings, 

observer ratings or direct measures), so the results should be interpreted with caution. 

The use of multiperson data is also suggested in the literature (Broekhuizen et al., 2018). 

Fourth, although the current study showed an association between both the quality and 

variability of teacher–child-interaction and toddlers’ social competence, further research 

is needed to understand in detail the interplay (i.e., interaction effects) between these two 

aspects of teacher–child interaction and the role that they play for the development of 

child outcomes. Fifth, the identified effects were small in size, and only a small part of the 

variance was explained because of the relatively small sample size. Relatedly, it should be 

noticed that classrooms varied in terms of participating children. Considering that 

children’s social competence becomes rather stable before school entry, it would be 

important for future studies to utilize longitudinal data to analyze how and to what extent 

early teacher–child interaction quality is concurrently associated with and subsequently 

predicts children’s social competence later in kindergarten and in the early years of 

primary education. In future studies, it would also be important to examine the role that 

early self-regulation skills play in the development of social competence and whether 

teacher–child interaction quality is differently associated with the indicators of self-

regulation skills.  

Conclusion 

The results of the current study speak for the added value of high-quality engaged support 

for learning rather than emphasizing the traditionally acknowledged role of emotional 

and behavioral support for toddler’s social development. In order to enhance toddlers’ 

empathic behavior, interactions and teacher support need not only to be of high quality, 

but also show low variability across these interactions to facilitate predictability and 

coherence for toddlers’ daily experiences. The results imply that toddlers’ empathic 

behavior is socially constructed at the classroom level, in the context of high-quality 

teacher-child interaction. 
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