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Abstract

This mixed-methods study explores the emotional and relational dimensions of dyadic dialogue
between early childhood educators - specifically between kindergarten teachers and assistants.
Grounded in theoretical perspectives from dialogic pedagogy and developmental and organizational
psychology, the study conceptualizes emotional dialogue as a reflective, co-constructed process
through which educators express, respond to, and make meaning of emotional experiences in their
daily professional lives. The sample included 60 early childhood teachers (30) and assistants (30)
from Israeli kindergartens. The qualitative component included thematic analysis of authentic
professional conversations, conducted in a structured setting designed to simulate naturally
occurring dialogue. This analysis identified five key dimensions of emotional dialogue: (1) emotional
awareness and expression, (2) Fostering acceptance, (3) emotional containment and resolution of
negative emotions, (4) positive affect, appreciation and respect, and (5) negative affect - hostility or
emotional distance. The quantitative analysis explored associations between emotional dialogue and
a range of psychological, interpersonal, and environmental variables, using the CLASS framework
(Pianta et al., 2008). Findings revealed that emotionally attuned dialogue is positively associated with
educators’ cognitive empathy, attachment orientations, and psychological control, as well as their
subjective and interpersonal professional experiences - such as professional self-efficacy, job
satisfaction, sense of coherence, evaluation of the assistant’s professional performance, quality of
team functioning, and observed quality of classroom climate. These results highlight the potential
value of fostering emotional dialogue within early childhood teams as a pathway to enhancing
educational quality and professional well-being.

Keywords: dyadic emotional dialogue; early childhood education; teacher—assistant relationships;
educational climate; relational processes

1. Introduction

High-quality relationships between early childhood educators and children are central to
children’s emotional, social, and cognitive development. Educators’ emotional support, acceptance,
and positive affect promote children’s sense of safety and belonging (Hamre & Pianta, 2007).
Increasingly, research highlights that educators” well-being and their workplace relationships shape
not only child outcomes but also educators” well-being and their capacity to sustain high-quality
practice (Zinsser & Curby, 2014; Zinsser et al., 2016, 2019).

Yet one relational layer remains understudied: the dyadic relationships between teachers and
assistants. Despite their centrality to ECE practice, these interactions receive little systematic attention
in research and policy (Cumming & Wong, 2019; Cumming et al., 2021). Leading measurement
tools—such as CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) and the ECERS/ITERS rating scales (Harms et al., 2014,
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2017)—focus mainly on adult—child interactions, with only limited or indirect reference to staff-staff
relationships. Nonetheless, empirical evidence demonstrates that staff relationships and work
environments shape the quality of classroom interactions and the emotional climate experienced by
children (Lower & Cassidy, 2007; Whitaker et al., 2015).

Drawing on organizational psychology, particularly Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory
(Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) and dialogic and care-ethics perspectives (Buber, 1970; Noddings, 1984;
Burbules, 1993), emotional dialogue between educators can be understood as a relational process
through which trust, mutual recognition, and emotional presence are enacted. In early childhood
settings, teacher—assistant relationships are inherently asymmetrical: teachers typically hold formal
authority for pedagogical leadership and decision-making, whereas assistants provide
complementary emotional, practical, and instructional support. This role asymmetry shapes the
relational dynamics of daily interactions, including how emotional dialogue is initiated, expressed,
and negotiated within the dyad.

Emotional dialogue includes short exchanges in which educators jointly make sense of
emotionally significant events, regulate tension, or offer reassurance. These moments form part of
what may be described as an "invisible infrastructure” of educational climate: the interpersonal layer
shaping educators’ functioning, team resilience, and the atmosphere experienced by children.

In early childhood settings, where work is emotionally intensive, the relational quality of
teacher—assistant interactions is particularly consequential. Teacher-assistant dyads share
responsibility for daily routines, transitions, and child support. Their collaboration, trust, and
emotional reciprocity influence both children’s experiences and educators’ well-being. Prior research
in Israel highlights the anchoring emotional role of assistants for teachers and the impact of teachers’
feedback and emotional expression on assistants’ motivation, professional identity, and
organizational citizenship behaviors (Oplatka & Eizenberg, 2007; Studni & Oplatka, 2022).
Multinational reports echo these findings, emphasizing the need to strengthen collaboration and
relational competence in heterogeneous ECEC teams (OECD, 2019, 2020). Taken together, these
insights indicate a conceptual and empirical gap: intra-staff emotional dialogue remains
underexamined, despite its potential relevance to educational climate. The present study addresses
this gap by examining emotional and interpersonal processes in teacher-assistant dialogue and
exploring their associations with educators’ psychological characteristics, workplace experiences,
and observed classroom climate. Figure 1 describes the study’s conceptual model, positioning
emotional dialogue as a mediating process linking educators’ psychological and interpersonal
characteristics, their subjective work experiences, and the classroom climate.
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1.1. Humanistic Dialogue in Early Childhood Education: Philosophical Foundations and Pedagogical
Implications

Dialogue occupies a central place in humanistic educational thought as a relational, ethical, and
epistemological practice that enables shared inquiry, mutual recognition, and the co-construction of
meaning (Burbules, 1993; Freire, 1970). Research on dialogic pedagogy demonstrates that such
interaction promotes joint reasoning and learning (Howe & Abedin, 2013; Mercer & Howe, 2012). In
early childhood settings, where care, emotion, and relationships are integrated into everyday
pedagogy, dialogue is not merely a communication strategy but a mode of being-with-others.

Buber’s philosophy of dialogue, particularly the I-Thou relation (Buber, 1970), frames authentic
encounter as grounded in presence, openness, and the recognition of the other as a unique subject. In
Education (Buber, 2002), he extends this stance into a pedagogical ethic of inclusion and confirmation,
which Gordon (2011) interprets as an attuned form of listening. Similarly, Noddings’ (1984, 2005)
ethic of care conceptualizes educational relations as rooted in receptivity, empathy, and
responsiveness. Studies inspired by care ethics show how caring relations shape early childhood
practice (Goldstein, 1998) and how “professional love” constitutes an essential dimension of
relational pedagogy (Page, 2018).

Complementary perspectives from Vella (2002) and Haase (2019) emphasize the creation of
relational safety, respect, and curiosity through dialogic engagement. These insights have been
applied and discussed in ECE contexts: White (2015) highlights the pedagogical value of attuned,
dialogic communication with infants, while Johansson and Emilson (2010) stress intersubjectivity and
dialogic listening in preschool practice. Across these scholars, dialogue is conceptualized as an ethical
stance that shapes educators’ attentiveness, relational presence, and emotional availability.

Within this theoretical framing, dyadic emotional dialogue is understood as a relational space
in which professional meaning, affective attunement, and mutual ethical responsibility, are enacted.
These dyadic encounters extend beyond task coordination to include reciprocal listening, emotional
presence, and trust, shaping relational patterns and the emotional tone of the classroom. In this sense,
emotional dialogue is not simply a communication skill but a pedagogical and ethical stance that
informs everyday interactions in early childhood teams.

1.2. Situating Emotional Dialogue Among Educators Within the Educational Climate Framework

The two most common observational assessment tools used to assess early childhood
educational quality are the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS, Pianta et al., 2008) and
the Environmental Rating Scales (ITERS for infants and ECERS for preschool; Harms et al., 1998, 2003,
2017). Both sets of tools primarily emphasize child-focused process indicators. CLASS captures
emotional support, classroom organization, and instructional support, yet affords minimal attention
to teacher—teacher or teacher—assistant relationships. ECERS and ITERS historically included
structural and process dimensions related to the physical environment and routines, with only partial
attention to staff interaction. Although the ECERS-R/ITERS-R editions incorporated a Parents and
Staff subscale, it was removed in ECERS-3/ITERS-3 to streamline observations (Harms et al., 2014,
2017), further narrowing the focus on staff dynamics.

Nonetheless, research consistently shows that staff relationships influence classroom tone and
the broader educational climate. The Parents and Staff domain in earlier rating scales captured
meaningful aspects of organizational climate and leadership (Lower & Cassidy, 2007). Studies by
Jennings (2015a) and Zinsser et al. (2016) similarly demonstrate how daily emotional exchanges and
relational well-being among educators shape the lived experience of classrooms. These interactional
processes, including emotional support, conflict resolution, and empathic communication, help
define the emotional climate but, as mentioned, remain underrepresented in dominant quality
frameworks. Emotional dialogue may therefore serve as an important relational mechanism through
which staff climate is enacted and sustained, shaping the emotional tone that is ultimately
experienced by children.
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1.3. Emotional Dialogue as an Underexamined Relational Dimension of Educational Climate

Research increasingly emphasizes educator well-being and emotional competence as central to
educational quality. For example, it has been found that emotional support among colleagues
predicts reduced burnout (Whitaker et al., 2015), and that teachers’ emotion regulation and
responsiveness are linked to higher classroom quality (Buettner et al., 2016). Conversely, systemic
stressors, including workload, low compensation, and emotional demands, undermine well-being
(Whitebook et al., 2016; Zinsser et al., 2016), thereby contributing indirectly to negative classroom
climate through educators” diminished capacity to maintain emotion regulation (Jeon et al., 2016a).
Jennings and Greenberg’s (2009) prosocial classroom model conceptualizes educators’ social-
emotional competence, including empathy and relational skills, as foundational to classroom
emotional climate. These relational competencies enable attuned, supportive interactions not only
with children but also within staff teams, shaping the micro-ecology of the classroom.

From a relational-developmental perspective, such findings underscore why educator—educator
interactions warrant closer examination. Attachment theory, extended to adult professional contexts,
highlights how secure or insecure orientations shape emotional availability, trust, conflict
management, and co-regulation within teams (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; Harms, 2011). Vygotsky’s
sociocultural theory underscores the centrality of mediated interaction, joint meaning-making, and
dialogic scaffolding in learning processes (Vygotsky, 1978). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems
theory (1979, 2005) further situates these interactions at the microsystem (between educators),
mesosystem (as they affect children in classrooms), and macrosystem (as they shape organizational
structures), linking staff relationships to both child experience and educational climate. Together,
these frameworks position staff relationships not as peripheral, but as core components of the
learning environment.

Within this conceptual landscape, a growing body of research points to emotional dialogue as a
mechanism through which supportive professional relationships are enacted. Authentic listening and
dialogic presence constitute meaningful forms of relational emotional work (McLaughlin, 2000),
while professional dialogue has been shown to cultivate relational trust (Deakins, 2007). Studies of
teacher—child interaction demonstrate that emotionally attuned dialogue supports co-regulation and
shapes classroom tone (Karjalainen et al., 2019; Spilt et al., 2021). Applied to educator—educator
interactions, these insights suggest that dyadic emotional dialogue may play a meaningful role in
shaping the educational climate. Such exchanges are conceptualized here as ethical, relational
practices that embody values of mutuality, care, and co-responsibility central to early childhood
education. In this sense, dyadic emotional dialogue represents a relational process through which
educational climate is actively constructed and lived in everyday practice, highlighting the role of
interpersonal processes alongside broader organizational conditions.

These insights suggest that relational patterns among educators constitute a potentially central
component of the educational climate, one that has received comparatively less explicit attention than
structural conditions or teacher—child interactions. To deepen understanding of how such patterns
operate within staff teams, it is useful to consider organizational frameworks that conceptualize
dyadic relationships as a core element of professional functioning.

1.4. Dyadic Dialogue in Early Childhood Teams: An Organizational Psychology Perspective Informed by
LMX Theory

Leader—-Member Exchange (LMX) theory conceptualizes leadership as a set of differentiated
dyadic relationships, each uniquely constructed and evolving over time through ongoing interaction,
and characterized by varying degrees of trust, reciprocity, and support (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).
High-quality LMX has been consistently linked to positive employee outcomes, including higher job
satisfaction, organizational commitment, role clarity, and performance (Gerstner & Day, 1997;
Dulebohn et al., 2012; Martin et al., 2016). Recent research also indicates that LMX quality can benefit
leaders” well-being —such as through greater positive affect, higher daily efficacy (Richter-Killenberg
& Volmer, 2022), and lower job stress (Bernerth & Hirschfeld, 2016).
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The kindergarten context relies on close collaboration between a qualified head teacher and an
assistant that may lack formal training. This asymmetry creates both interdependence and emotional
load. Assistants often provide emotional and practical support, buffering teacher isolation (Oplatka
& Eizenberg, 2007), while teachers’” emotional expression influences assistants’ motivation and
organizational citizenship behaviors. Qualitative research on kindergarten staff dynamics indicates
that teachers’ motivational practices toward assistants are embedded in relational and emotional
processes, including expressions of appreciation, professional empowerment, and interpersonal
outreach. These findings highlight that the ways emotions are expressed, managed, or withheld
within everyday staff interactions play a meaningful role in the processes through which teachers
motivate assistants and fill-in teachers (Studni & Oplatka, 2022).

Research in Israel underscores the emotional significance of these relationships. Beginning
teachers frequently rely on assistants for mentoring and daily support, helping alleviate professional
isolation (Aizenberg & Oplatka, 2019; Oplatka & Eizenberg, 2007). Supportive organizational
climates and strong leader—-member relationships predict resilience and reduced burnout (Raviv &
Shwartz-Asher, 2024; Zadok et al, 2024). Internationally, the OECD Teaching and Learning
International Survey (TALIS) - Starting Strong reports persistent disparities in training and support
between teachers and assistants, emphasizing the need for targeted professional learning to
strengthen collaborative capacity (OECD, 2019, 2020).

LMX thus provides a useful lens for understanding how dyadic relationships shape emotional
support and communicative patterns within educational teams. Beyond routine professional
demands, the importance of leaders” emotional responsiveness to staff becomes especially salient
during periods of heightened uncertainty, stress, or disruption. In discussions of educational
leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic, scholars emphasized the need for leaders to attend to
teachers” experiences of loneliness, frustration, and emotional overload, and to support emotion
management as schools reopened (Oplatka & Crawford, 2021). Likewise, research on early childhood
educators’ experiences during Israel’s October 7th war highlights how agility and adaptive
leadership supported educators in coping with pervasive instability and emotional strain,
underscoring the role of relational and leadership resources within teams (Nissim & Naifels, 2025).

Taken together, these insights suggest that dyadic collaboration in early childhood teams is
sustained through ongoing emotional and dialogic exchanges embedded in everyday practice. From
this perspective, emotional dialogue may be understood as a relational space through which core
LMX-related qualities—such as trust, mutual support, and professional recognition—are enacted,
negotiated, and reinforced over time.

1.5. Psychological Dimensions of Dyadic Emotional Dialogue

These organizational insights also point to the psychological foundations that shape how
educators perceive, interpret, and respond within interactions that carry emotional, relational, and
professional significance. Building on these perspectives, psychological constructs such as empathy,
attachment, and psychological control further illuminate how individual dispositions shape
emotional patterns in dyadic staff interactions.

Rogers (1967/1995, 1975) framed empathy as a stance of nonjudgmental, attentive presence.
Empathy is associated with responsiveness in human-service professions (Miller et al., 1988),
relationship-oriented leadership (Mahsud et al., 2010), and affective coordination in teams
(Cropanzano et al., 2017). In education, empathy is considered a major contributor to positive
teacher—child relationships, prosocial climate, and inclusive pedagogy (Warren, 2018; Tettegah &
Anderson, 2007). In early childhood, empathy enhances communication with children and families
(Boyer, 2010; Peck et al.,, 2015). Jennings and Greenberg (2009) and Jennings (2015b) highlight
educators’ own emotional competence, including empathy, as foundational for collaborative staff
relationships and classroom climate.

Attachment theory explains how early relational experiences give rise to internal working
models of self and other, shaping expectations and behavior in later relationships (Bowlby,
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1969/1982). In professional contexts, attachment orientations have been associated with tendencies
related to trust, conflict management, and emotional communication (Keller, 2003; Harms, 2011;
Doverspike et al., 1997). In early childhood education, attachment-related tendencies have also been
linked to educators’ caregiving judgments and sensitivity toward others (Horppu & lkonen-Varila,
2004). Taken together, these perspectives suggest that attachment orientations may inform how
educators engage in emotionally meaningful exchanges with colleagues, potentially contributing to
patterns of emotional availability and responsiveness within teacher-assistant dialogue.

On the opposite side, psychological control, described as pressuring others through guilt, shame,
or conditional approval (Barber, 1996), may also manifest in professional hierarchies. Extending this
construct to educator—educator relationships suggests that higher psychological control may
undermine collaboration, dialogue quality, and classroom climate, especially when exerted by
formally senior staff.

These psychological orientations do not operate in isolation; they are expressed in the moment-
to-moment patterns of emotional dialogue—shaping how educators listen, validate, negotiate
tension, and co-construct meaning in their daily interactions.

1.6. Study Objectives

Building on perspectives from education, developmental psychology, and organizational
psychology, the present study explores dyadic emotional dialogue between early childhood
educators, identifying key themes in structured conversations and examining associations between
dialogue quality, educators’ psychological characteristics, subjective work experiences, and the
observed classroom climate. The study is guided by one qualitative and three quantitative questions,
which informed both the data collection and the analytical procedures.

Qualitative Research Question

RQ1. What emotional and interpersonal themes characterize the everyday work-related conversations
between kindergarten teachers and assistants, as they reflect on positive and negative emotional events from
their daily work?

This question was explored using thematic analysis of recorded and transcribed conversations.

Quantitative Research Questions

RQ2. How is the quality of teacher—assistant emotional dialogue associated with their psychological and
interpersonal characteristics (cognitive empathy, psychological control and attachment orientations)?

RQ3. To what extent is the quality of teacher—assistant emotional dialogue associated with the observed
quality of classroom climate (using CLASS dimensions)?

RQ4. To what extent is the quality of teacher—assistant emotional dialogue associated with educators’
subjective work experiences (e.g., professional self-efficacy, satisfaction, sense of coherence, and relationship
quality)?

2. Methods

The present study adopts a mixed-methods analytic strategy characterized by interpretive
integration between qualitative and quantitative components. Rather than treating qualitative and
quantitative components as parallel or sequential phases, the study integrates them at the level of
conceptualization and interpretation. The qualitative analysis served to articulate and refine the
construct of dyadic emotional dialogue as it is enacted in educators’ everyday professional
interactions, while the quantitative analyses examined how this relational construct is associated with
psychological characteristics, subjective work experiences, and observed classroom climate. This
form of integration aligns with interpretive and construct-oriented approaches to mixed-methods
research, in which qualitative findings provide conceptual grounding and meaning for quantitative
associations, particularly when investigating complex relational processes (Creswell & Plano Clark,
2018). Integration was thus achieved through iterative movement between qualitative insights and
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quantitative patterns, especially in the interpretation of findings and the discussion of possible
relational mechanisms.

2.1. Participants

Participants were 60 kindergarten teachers and assistant teachers (30 of each group) from public
secular kindergartens in central and northern Israel, serving children aged 4-6 (demographics in
Table S1, Supplementary Materials). All participants were women employed by the Ministry of
Education, and informed consent was obtained from all. Teachers’ mean age was 42.16 years (range
= 28-59), and assistants’ mean age was 48.80 years (range = 28-63). Professional experience ranged
from 1 to over 25 years, with teachers relatively evenly distributed across experience levels and
assistants more concentrated in the 6-10 and 16-20 years experience ranges. On average, teacher—
assistant dyads had worked together for 3.95 years (range = 1-13).

Regarding education, 50% of teachers held a bachelor’s degree and 50% a master’s degree,
whereas assistants’ educational backgrounds were more diverse: 40% had not completed a high-
school diploma, 46.7% held a high-school diploma, and 13.3% had post-secondary or academic
training. Most teachers (90%) and assistants (70%) were married. Teachers primarily identified as
secular or traditional (53.3% and 36.7%, respectively), while assistants were predominantly
traditional (63.3%).

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Dyadic Conversations

This study used The Dyadic Emotional-Pedagogical Dialogue Scale (DEPDS) that was
developed by the first author specifically for the present study. The DEPDS is an analytic scale
designed to capture and assess the extent to which teachers and assistants engage in emotionally
attuned, reflective dialogue about pedagogical events and daily experiences. The scale draws
conceptually and procedurally on the Autobiographical Emotional Event Dialogue (AEED; Koren-
Karie et al, 2003), originally developed to assess parent-child discussion, and represents an
adaptation of this approach to the professional context of teacher—assistant dyads.

Before each session, participants independently completed a preparation form describing a
pleasant and an unpleasant work-related event. During the structured conversation, each described
two events (one positive, one negative), yielding four discussed events per dyad. This format
facilitated the co-construction of authentic narratives and enabled observation of mutual emotional
attunement. All conversations were recorded, transcribed, and verified for accuracy.

An initial qualitative analysis yielded five thematic dimensions capturing the emotional and
relational meanings constructed in dyadic dialogue: Emotional Awareness and Expression; Fostering
Acceptance; Emotional Containment and Resolution of Negative Emotions; Positive Affect,
Appreciation, and Respect; and Hostility (reverse-coded). In addition, task focus was operationalized
as a complementary dialogic-regulatory dimension capturing the extent to which participants
remained engaged with the emotional task of the dialogue, rather than drifting away from it,
independent of the dialogic content itself.

Following their qualitative grounding, these dimensions were subsequently operationalized for
structured coding, allowing for the calculation of role-specific mean scores for teachers and assistants.
Mean scores were computed separately for each dimension, as well as for an overall emotional
dialogue score for each role. In addition, dyadic emotional coherence was assessed at the dyadic level
using a dedicated scale encompassing shared focus, narrative attunement, and overall dialogic
coherence. Fifteen conversations (50%) were double-coded. When discrepancies of >2 points (on a 1-
9 scale) occurred, raters reached consensus through discussion. Inter-rater reliability (ICC) was .95
for teachers and .94 for assistants. Internal consistency was acceptable (a = .75 teacher scales, a = .82
assistant scales).
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2.2.2. Structured Observations

Classroom quality was assessed using the Classroom Assessment Scoring System K-3 (CLASS
K-3; Pianta et al., 2008), which comprises ten 7-point observational scales organized into three
theoretically derived domains: Emotional Support (Positive Climate, Negative Climate, Teacher
Sensitivity, Regard for Student Perspectives); Classroom Organization (Behavior Management,
Productivity, Instructional Learning Formats); and Instructional Support (Concept Development,
Quality of Feedback, Language Modeling).

In the present study, analyses focused on the three domain-level scores rather than the
individual scales. This decision was guided by both theoretical and empirical considerations.
Conceptually, the domain structure reflects the core relational and pedagogical processes underlying
classroom quality and aligns with the study’s focus on broader emotional and organizational
dimensions of the educational climate. Methodologically, domain scores are the most commonly
used and validated level of interpretation in CLASS-based research, demonstrating greater stability
and reliability than individual scale scores, particularly in studies with modest sample sizes (Pianta
et al.,, 2008; Hamre et al., 2013).

Two trained coders conducted the classroom observations. Inter-rater reliability was examined
on 22 observation cycles (14.7%), and discrepancies of two points or greater were resolved through
joint discussion to reach consensus. Inter-rater reliability (ICC) estimates were: Emotional Support =
.78; Classroom Organization = .69; Instructional Support = .80. Internal consistency coefficients were:
Emotional Support = .83; Classroom Organization = .92; Instructional Support = .88. Consistent with
these findings, previous large-scale applications of the CLASS framework have reported acceptable
to good internal consistency for the three domain scores, with Cronbach’s a values ranging from
approximately .77 to .89 across Emotional Support, Classroom Organization, and Instructional
Support (Hamre et al., 2007).

2.2.3. Self-Report Questionnaires

Psychological characteristics. This study used three instruments to measure psychological
characteristics of kindergarten teachers and assistants. Cognitive Empathy, measured with the
Perspective Taking subscale of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI; Davis, 1983). The 7 items were
rated on a 5-point scale. In the present study, internal reliability was a = .73 for teachers and a = .75
for assistants. Previous research has demonstrated satisfactory psychometric properties for the IRI,
including good internal consistency for the Perspective Taking subscale (Cronbach’s a = .77) and
acceptable test-retest reliability across the four IRI subscales (ranging from .62 to .71; Davis, 1983).

Attachment Perceptions, were assessed using the Experiences in Close Relationships—
Relationship Structures questionnaire (ECR-RS; Fraley et al., 2011), adapted to include the teacher—
assistant relationship as an additional target. Items (54 total) were rated on a 6-point scale. Internal
consistency across targets ranged from a = .53 to .90. The scale is grounded in established attachment
theory and validated in Israeli samples (e.g., Mikulincer & Florian, 2000).

Psychological Control was measured using an adapted Hebrew version of Soenens et al.’s (2005)
Parental Psychological Control Scale, reformulated to reflect general interpersonal dynamics. Eleven
items describing intrusive, guilt-inducing, or controlling strategies were selected. Internal
consistency was high (teachers: a = .82; assistants: a = .86).

work-related perceptions. This study used two instruments to measure work-related
perceptions of kindergarten teachers and two instruments to measure work-related perceptions of
assistants. Professional Self-Efficacy and Job Satisfaction of teachers was assessed using items from
Fisher and Serrousi’s (2018) validated Hebrew questionnaire. Seventeen relevant items evaluated
perceived competence in pedagogical, organizational, and teamwork domains (1-5 scale). Although
the original structure includes three factors, this pattern was not replicated; therefore, a unified scale
score was used (a = .91).
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Teacher’s Evaluation of Assistant’s Functioning was measured using an adapted version of
Guberman and Tuval’s (2006) questionnaire based on formal assistant role definitions. Eleven items
with the strongest psychometric properties were selected. Internal consistency was o = .88.

As for Assistants, their Relationship with the Teacher, was derived from Guberman and Tuval’s
(2006) questionnaire. Only items loading on the Human Relations factor were used (initially 7 items;
one removed for technical reasons). Internal reliability for the final 6 items was a = .73.

Finally, assistants Sense of Coherence and Job Satisfaction was assessed based on Antonovsky’s
(1987) SOC framework and a Hebrew adaptation by Guberman and Tuval (2006). Nine items were
used (eight SOC items and one job-satisfaction item), rated 1-7. Internal consistency for the SOC items
was o =.76.

2.3. Analytic Strategy

Building on the study’s integrative analytic approach, qualitative thematic analysis was used to
identify core dimensions of dyadic emotional dialogue, followed by structured quantitative coding
to examine associations between these dialogic dimensions and psychological, interpersonal, and
classroom-level variables.

2.3.1. Qualitative Data Analysis

Qualitative analysis focused on identifying the emotional and relational meanings constructed
within dyadic conversations between kindergarten teachers and assistants. The analysis followed a
reflexive thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006), combining inductive attention to
participants’ meaning-making with theoretically informed sensitivity to emotional, dialogic, and
relational processes.

All conversations were transcribed verbatim and read repeatedly to support familiarization with
the data. Initial coding was conducted at the semantic level, capturing expressions of emotional
awareness, validation, containment, affective tone, and dialogic engagement. Through an iterative
process of reviewing and refining codes, broader thematic patterns were identified, resulting in five
core dimensions of emotional dialogue.

Throughout the analytic process, reflexive attention was given to the researchers’ theoretical
positioning and assumptions regarding emotional dialogue as a relational practice. Analytic rigor
was supported through systematic documentation of coding decisions, ongoing comparison across
conversations, and iterative refinement of themes to ensure coherence and conceptual clarity.

2.3.2. Quantitative Data Analysis

Following the qualitative grounding of the dialogic dimensions, structured quantitative coding
was applied to the full dataset to examine associations between emotional dialogue and
psychological, interpersonal, and classroom-level variables. Mean scores were calculated for each
emotional dialogue dimension separately for teachers and assistants, as well as for overall role-
specific emotional dialogue scores and dyadic emotional coherence.

Given the modest sample size and non-normal distributions, non-parametric Spearman
correlation analyses were used. Partial correlations were conducted where theoretically warranted to
control for relevant background variables. Classroom climate variables were examined at the domain
level using CLASS scores.

All quantitative analyses were conducted using SPSS. Statistical significance was interpreted
cautiously, with emphasis placed on the pattern and coherence of associations rather than isolated
coefficients, in line with the exploratory and relational focus of the study.

2.3.3. Integration of Qualitative and Quantitative Analyses

Integration occurred primarily at the level of interpretation. Qualitative findings informed the
conceptualization of emotional dialogue and provided meaning for the quantitative associations,
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while quantitative patterns situated the qualitatively derived dimensions within broader
psychological, relational, and classroom-level contexts. Rather than seeking direct convergence, the
study adopted an interpretive integration approach, with integration achieved mainly in the
interpretation of findings and discussion of possible relational mechanisms.

3. Results
3.1. Qualitative Results: Thematic Analysis of Emotional Dialogue

This section presents the qualitative findings derived from the thematic analysis of dyadic
conversations between kindergarten teachers and assistants, focusing on how educators jointly
construct emotional meanings around positive and negative events from their daily work. The
analysis identified five recurring dimensions of emotional dialogue, reflecting distinct yet
interrelated emotional and relational processes enacted within the dyad. These dimensions are
presented below, each illustrated through representative excerpts that capture the interactional and
affective qualities of the dialogue.

3.1.1. Emotional Awareness and Expression

This theme captures how teachers and assistants articulated emotional experiences with clarity,
depth, and contextual grounding. High-quality exchanges included richly differentiated emotions
tied to specific events, along with reflections on others’ perspectives and relational meanings. Such
descriptions conveyed authenticity and emotional presence, often revealing how participants made
sense of the event and its implications for their work.

For example, one teacher described a child’s recurring separation distress and her own layered
emotional reaction: “Leo’s mother said he cries every Wednesday... but if I'm there, he wants to come. I felt
warmth and appreciation, mixed with sadness for his struggle... It touched me deeply.”

Her account goes beyond naming emotion, offering an interpretation that acknowledges the
child’s experience and her connection to him.

In another conversation, a teacher reflected on a moment of kindness during outdoor play: “A
little girl fell, and Eden ran to bring her a chair for her leg... it filled my heart. 1 felt joy, excitement, pride. just
amazement at her understanding. It moved me to tears.” The assistant responded warmly, “There are so
many moments like that in the kindergarten!” —creating a shared sense of meaning around the positive
emotional climate of their work.

3.1.2. Fostering Acceptance

Fostering acceptance involved moments when the listener created a safe and supportive space
in which the other could speak freely, without judgment. Teachers often facilitated this through
gentle prompts, steady eye contact, and allowing ample time for assistants to gather their thoughts.
Subtle gestures—small nods, soft verbal affirmations, and patient silence—signaled openness and
helped the assistant feel that her emotions were welcome.

In one dyad, the assistant initially hesitated to begin her story. After the teacher encouraged her
to recall an experience and gave her the space and nonverbal encouragement she needed, the assistant
was able to articulate a deeply meaningful memory: “I felt like I needed to hug him from every direction...
it was hard for all of us, but I didn’t give up. He felt he could handle it because we had built trust... That’s what
gives me satisfaction.”

This shift from uncertainty to confident expression highlights how relational acceptance and
supportive presence can enable authentic emotional disclosure and strengthen relational closeness.

3.1.3. Emotional Containment and Resolution of Negative Emotions

This theme reflects how dyads responded to distress, frustration, or hurt in ways that
acknowledged the emotion while helping to regulate and transform it. Containment involved
offering emotional steadiness, validating feelings, and reframing situations to restore perspective and
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agency. These conversations often concluded with shared meaning-making that reinforced the team’s
values and sense of purpose.

In one exchange, an assistant spoke about feeling hurt when parents criticized her sick leave in
the class WhatsApp group: “The parents complained when I was sick... it really upset me. No one asked how
I was.” The teacher responded with empathy and broader context, explaining that she had spoken
with the parents, understood their stress, and recognized the limits of what could be changed: “I know
it’s upsetting, but we need to keep it in perspective. They’re stressed too, and there’s only so much we can
influence. What truly matters is the work we’re doing with the children.” She concluded with a reaffirmation
of their joint mission: “I won’t let our children grow up with these attitudes. We continue to teach them
respect, tolerance, and emotional inclusion.”

The assistant echoed this commitment: “Exactly. We keep passing these values on to them.”

This interaction demonstrates how emotional containment, perspective-taking, and shared
values can transform negative emotion into renewed professional meaning.

3.1.4. Positive Affect, Appreciation, and Respect

This theme encompasses expressions of warmth, enjoyment, gratitude, and mutual recognition.
Dyads often conveyed positive affect through tone, humor, and affirming comments, creating an
atmosphere that reinforced professional identity and strengthened relational bonds.

One teacher contrasted the loneliness she had felt in a previous year with the sense of
partnership she now experienced: “Last year I felt completely alone... but this year you do these small things
that mean so much—helping, noticing me, celebrating with me. You make me feel seen, like I matter.” These
expressions of appreciation were not limited to task collaboration but extended to emotional presence
and sensitivity, deepening trust and relational satisfaction.

In another instance, a teacher described how the assistant supported children during a holiday
celebration: “You noticed the kids who didn’t participate... and helped them. I was busy, and you saw what 1
couldn’t. It warmed my heart. You complete me that way.” The assistant replied simply, “I do it from the
heart, with love.”

These exchanges highlight how mutual appreciation reinforces a positive relational climate that
sustains educators” well-being and collaborative functioning.

3.1.5. Hostility

Hostility emerged in moments marked by criticism, impatience, or dismissive responses that
restricted emotional openness and undermined reciprocity. These interactions contrasted sharply
with the more collaborative exchanges, generating tension and discomfort.

In one dyad, a teacher initiated a conversation with direct reproach about the assistant’s
handling of a parent interaction: “The mother told me you refused to take the project money... You should
have accepted it. Otherwise, it reflects poorly on us.” Feeling blamed, the assistant attempted to defend
herself: “It’s not that I didn’t want to take it... I was just afraid the money would get lost because I'm not here
tomorrow.”

Despite this explanation, the tone of the exchange remained accusatory, with the teacher
interrupting and reasserting disappointment. The assistant’s voice remained constrained, suggesting
reduced emotional safety. Rather than serving as a space for reflection or joint problem-solving, the
dialogue took on the quality of a reprimand —limiting autonomy, silencing nuance, and reinforcing
a sense of unequal power.

Such moments revealed how patterns of blame can swiftly erode openness and diminish the
potential for collaborative emotional processing.

3.1.6. Integrative Summary of the Qualitative Phase

Across dyads, emotional dialogue varied widely along the five themes. Some conversations
displayed rich emotional awareness, mutual acceptance, and constructive handling of difficult
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emotions, reinforcing relational closeness and shared purpose. Others revealed tension, blame, or
constrained expression, highlighting vulnerabilities in the relational infrastructure of the team. The
patterns observed in these emotional exchanges formed the basis for the quantitative analyses that
followed, examining associations between emotional dialogue, educators’ psychological
characteristics, and classroom climate.

3.2. Quantitative Results
3.2.1. Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics and skewness values for all variables appear in the Supplementary
Materials (Table S2). As for associations between the study’s main variables and background and
demographic factors, teachers” experience correlated with perspective-taking (r (30) = .49, p < .01),
with assistants” attachment to the teacher (r (25) = .40, p = .04), and with assistants” positive affect
appreciation and respect in dialogue (v (27) = .39, p = .04). Teachers’ number of children correlated
with self-efficacy (r (30) = .43, p=.02), and assistants’ experience in the current kindergarten correlated
with sense of coherence (r (28) = .47, p < .01).

3.2.2. Hypothesis 1 — The Relationship Between Psychological and Interpersonal Characteristics and
the Dyadic Emotional Dialogue

To test Hypothesis 1, we computed Spearman correlations between psychological/interpersonal
characteristics and indices of dyadic emotional dialogue. For the analyses involving teachers’
cognitive empathy, we report partial Spearman correlations that control for teachers’ years of
experience; all other correlations are zero-order. Significant correlation coefficients are presented in
Table 1.

As can be seen in the table, teachers’ cognitive empathy was positively associated with several
aspects of assistants’ emotional dialogue, including emotional expression, positive affect, and dyadic
emotional coherence. These associations indicate that teachers’ capacity to adopt others’ perspectives
was linked to more emotionally coherent and expressive dialogue on the part of assistants.

With respect to attachment orientations, teachers” hostility in dialogue was negatively associated
with multiple attachment relationships, including attachment to a partner, to a close friend, and to
the assistant, as well as with the assistant’s attachment to the teacher. This pattern suggests that more
secure attachment orientations were related to lower levels of hostile or adversarial dialogue.

A different pattern emerged for psychological control. Teachers’” psychological control was
associated with less supportive patterns of assistants’ emotional dialogue, including lower emotional
containment, reduced positive affect, higher levels of hostility, as well as with a lower overall
emotional-dialogue score. In contrast, assistants’” psychological control was not significantly
associated with any dimension of emotional dialogue.

Table 1. Correlations Between Psychological Characteristics and Emotional Dialogue.

Teacher Cognitive Teacher Psychological

Empathy Control Attachment

Dialogue dimention

Assistant dialogue

Emotional expression .53 ** — —

Positive affect 42% —-42* —

Dyadic emotional coherence .43 * — —

Emotional containment — —46 ** —

Hostility — 42* —

Overall emotional dialogue — -39* —

Teacher dialogue

Hostility — — —.52** (T to partner)
Hostility — — —.42* (T to friend)
Hostility — — —-.50** (T to assistant)
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Hostility — — —45% (A to teacher)

Note. Values are Spearman correlations. Coefficients in the Teacher Cognitive Empathy column are partial

(controlling for teachers’ years of experience). All other coefficients are zero-order. All tests are two-tailed. Due

to occasional missing data, sample sizes varied slightly across analyses (N =26-29). * p <.05; ** p <.01.

3.2.3. Hypothesis 2 — The Relationship Between Emotional Dialogue and the Educational Climate

To examine the second hypothesis, Spearman correlations were calculated between the
components of emotional dialogue and dimensions of the classroom climate. Descriptive statistics
and correlation coefficients are presented in Table 2.

Emotional support was positively associated with teachers’ fostering acceptance and emotional
containment, as well as with assistants” emotional expression. Classroom organization showed
positive associations with teachers’ fostering acceptance, emotional containment, and assistants’
emotional expression. Instructional support was positively associated with assistants’ emotional
containment. Higher mean levels of emotional support, classroom organization, and instructional
support were each positively associated with the overall teacher emotional dialogue score, with
stronger associations for emotional support and classroom organization.

Table 2. Correlations between emotional dialogue and the educational climate.

Dialogue dimension Emotional Support Classroom Organization Instructional Support
Assistants

Emotional Expression 45% 37% —

Emotional Containment — — .38%

Teachers

Fostering Acceptance 58** 63** —

Emotional Containment 417 49%% —

Overall Emotional Dialogue .59** 61 37%

Note. Values are Spearman’s 9. Correlations (two-tailed). N =29. * p <.05; ** p <.01; ** p <.001.

3.2.4. Hypothesis 3 — The Relationship Between Emotional Dialogue and Educators” Subjective
Work Experiences

To examine the third hypothesis, Spearman correlations were calculated between the
components of emotional dialogue and educators' subjective work experiences (see Table 3).

Several aspects of emotional dialogue were associated with educators’ subjective work
experiences. Teachers’ emotional containment and positive affect in dialogue were positively
associated with their sense of professional self-efficacy. Teachers’ positive affect was also associated
with higher levels of assistants” sense of coherence. Assistants’ emotional expression was positively
related both to teachers’ professional self-efficacy and to teachers’ evaluations of assistants’
functioning. In addition, assistants’ task focus was positively associated with their job satisfaction,
and higher overall levels of assistants’ emotional dialogue were related to more favorable evaluations
of their functioning by teachers.

Patterns of hostile dialogue were consistently associated with less positive work-related
experiences. Teachers’ hostility was associated with less favorable evaluations of assistants’
functioning and with lower relationship quality as perceived by assistants. Similarly, assistants’
hostility was associated with lower sense of coherence and with lower job satisfaction.

After controlling for the number of children in the kindergarten, teachers’ professional efficacy
remained marginally positively correlated with assistants” emotional expression. No other significant
correlations were observed after controlling for this variable. Furthermore, after controlling for
assistants’ experience in the current kindergarten, assistants' sense of coherence was positively
correlated with assistant Fostering acceptance, dyadic emotional coherence in dialogue, and
negatively correlated with assistant hostility.
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Table 3. Spearman and Partial Correlations Between Dialogue Variables and Subjective Work Experiences (N = 29).

Teacher T Evaluation Assistant Assistant Job Assistant

Dial i ti
ialogue dimention Efficacy of Assistant Coherence Satisfaction Relationship

Zero-order correlations

T emotional containment 37 — — — —
T positive affect A42% — 37% — —
T hostility — -.44* — — -.40%
A emotional expression .38 48 — — —
A hostility — — —49%* —-51** —
A task focus — — — 42* —
A overall emotional dialogue — 407 — — —
Partial correlations (controlling for

n of children)

A emotional expression 35t — — — —
Partial correlations (N = 29)

(controlling for A’s experience in

current kindergarten)

T emotional expression — — 45 — —
A enabling & acceptance — — .39% — —
A hostility — — -51** — —
Dyadic Emotional coherence — — .38* — —

Note. T = Teacher; A = Assistant. Values are Spearman’s 0. t p <.1; * p <.05; ** p <.01.

4, Discussion

The study examined the emotional and interpersonal characteristics of dyadic dialogue among
kindergarten teachers and assistants and investigated how these may relate to educators’
psychological and interpersonal characteristics, subjective work experiences, and classroom climate.
Although the findings should be interpreted cautiously due to methodological and contextual
limitations, they offer preliminary insights into the meaning of emotional communication within
early childhood educator teams and raise questions that may be valuable for future investigations.
Conceptually, the present study contributes to existing accounts of educational climate by
foregrounding emotional dialogue among educators as a relational process through which classroom
climate may be enacted in early childhood settings.

4.1. Possible Mechanisms: Direct and Indirect Pathways

The pattern of associations observed in the study suggests several possible relational pathways
through which dyadic emotional dialogue may be linked to processes operating at the individual,
team, and classroom levels. At the individual level, educators’ psychological characteristics appeared
to be reflected in the quality of emotional dialogue enacted within the dyad, which in turn was
associated with educators’ professional self-efficacy, sense of coherence, and job-related experiences.
At the team level, emotionally attuned and affirming dialogue was associated with more supportive
patterns of collaboration and mutual evaluation. At the classroom level, components of emotional
dialogue were positively related to external ratings of classroom climate, particularly in the domains
of emotional support and classroom organization.

These patterns resonate with person-centered research showing that early childhood teachers
differ in their configurations of professional background, process quality, and job attitudes (Jeon et
al., 2016b), suggesting that emotional dialogue may interact with individual and contextual
characteristics in shaping relational processes within teams and classrooms.

From a sociocultural and ecological perspective, it is reasonable to consider that children may
be indirectly influenced by the relational atmosphere created through educators’ interactions, even
when they are not directly involved in these exchanges. Emotional dialogue among educators may

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202602.0838.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 11 February 2026 d0i:10.20944/preprints202602.0838.v1

15 of 23

support the relational and emotional conditions under which educator—child interactions take place,
for example by shaping educators’ emotional availability, responsiveness, and capacity for co-
regulation. In this sense, dyadic emotional dialogue between educators may contribute to the quality
of direct relational processes within educator—child interactions. At a broader ecological level, dyadic
emotional dialogue among educators may also influence children indirectly by shaping the broader
relational climate of the classroom, rather than through direct interactional pathways (Bandura, 1986;
Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005; Vygotsky, 1978). At the same time, such interpretations remain
speculative and underscore the need for future research that directly examines child-level outcomes
alongside educator dialogue.

4.2. Practical Considerations: Supporting Emotional Dialogue in Early Childhood Teams

While the study’s findings are preliminary, they may offer initial considerations for those
involved in educator preparation and professional development. Supporting educators in
developing relational and emotional competencies such as listening, validation, and emotional
expression may contribute to stronger team cohesion and to the creation of emotionally supportive
learning environments. These considerations align with the growing recognition that educators’
internal emotional world—and the relational resources available within the team—shape their
interactions with both colleagues and children.

Several intervention programs offer relevant insights into how emotional and relational
capacities may be cultivated within educational contexts, even when their primary outcomes are
assessed at the level of children rather than educators. For example, the Roots of Empathy program
(Schonert-Reichl, 2012) illustrates how sustained modeling of empathic interactions within the
classroom can support the development of emotional understanding and perspective-taking, with
educators playing a central mediating role in these relational processes. Similarly, INSIGHTS into
Children’s Temperament (McClowry et al, 2010) underscores the importance of educators’
attunement to emotional and temperamental differences in shaping classroom interactions and
reducing dysregulation, in part through shifts in teachers’ interpretive and regulatory practices. In
contrast, approaches such as the Compassionate Mind framework (Maratos et al., 2019) and models
of reflective supervision (Heffron & Murch, 2010) explicitly focus on adults” emotional regulation,
relational awareness, and reflective capacity, providing structured contexts for emotionally attuned
dialogue among practitioners. Considered together, this body of work points to the relevance of
emotionally attuned and reflective processes as relational resources within educational teams,
whether embedded in pedagogical practice or supported through professional frameworks. Such
processes may be particularly salient for understanding how educators navigate emotional demands
and sustain relational functioning in their daily work, especially in light of evidence linking SEL-
focused supports to greater resilience in the face of emotional strain (Sandilos et al., 2020).

Professional frameworks such as reflective supervision and professional learning communities
(PLCs) already acknowledge the value of collaborative dialogue for educator growth (Sheridan et al.,
2009; Thornton & Cherrington, 2019). The current findings suggest that incorporating explicit
attention to emotional dialogue within these structures may be beneficial, especially when done in
culturally sensitive and context-specific ways. Such an emphasis may also enhance the use of existing
organizational resources— including reflective forums and collaborative professional structures —by
deepening their relational and emotional dimensions, and by supporting educators’ professional
agency and capacity to draw on their own relational resources, rather than relying primarily on
external interventions.

Beyond these broad considerations, the observational framework developed for this study offers
a practical way to describe and examine emotional dialogue as it is elicited within structured yet
practice-proximal dyadic conversations among teachers and assistants. Although preliminary and
requires further validation, the measure enables more systematic attention to the processes through
which educators listen, respond, and co-construct emotional meaning in their daily work. Such
structured attention to emotional communication may support future research, inform reflective
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supervision, and help early childhood teams cultivate more intentional and relationally attuned
professional practices.

In this light, the study proposes viewing early childhood teaching teams, even when operating
as small, semi-autonomous dyads, as holding untapped potential for dialogic learning. Emotional
dialogue can serve not only as a means for coping with daily challenges but also as an embedded
context for professional growth, reinforcing theories of situated learning and reflective practice (Lave
& Wenger, 1991; Schon, 2017). By grounding reflection in immediate, lived experiences, emotionally
attuned dialogue may represent a practice-based pathway for strengthening both individual and
relational capacities within early childhood teams.

4.3. Early Childhood Education Settings as a System of Relational Dialogue

The findings of this study may be further illuminated when viewed through the broader lens of
humanistic education, in which dialogue is understood not merely as a pedagogical technique, but
as a foundational ethical and philosophical value. Humanistic educational traditions, as articulated
by scholars such as Noddings (1984), place intrinsic worth, dignity, and equality at the center of
educational practice. From this perspective, dialogue constitutes an essential component of both the
aims and the processes of education. Accordingly, the capacity for emotionally attuned, respectful,
and responsive communication among adults working together in early childhood settings may be
understood as central to fostering an educational culture grounded in care, mutual recognition, and
ethical commitment.

This orientation is especially significant in early childhood education, where children, by virtue
of their young age, occupy a structurally less empowered position. Dialogic traditions, as reflected in
the writings of Buber (1970) and Freire (1970), emphasize that respectful and open dialogue is
possible and essential with every human being, regardless of age or role. Within this tradition,
educators’ dialogic dispositions toward one another —understood as relational orientations enacted
in everyday interaction rather than stable individual traits—may form part of the broader relational
ethic that permeates the preschool environment. Although speculative, it is reasonable to suggest that
educators who engage in reflective and emotionally attuned dialogue with colleagues may be more
inclined to adopt dialogic, responsive, and respectful stances toward children as well.

In the same vein, the ability to engage in emotional dialogue among educators may also reflect,
and potentially reinforce, similar orientations toward other relationships within the educational
ecology, including those with parents and the wider community. This holistic view aligns with
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) ecological systems theory, which conceptualizes early childhood
settings as constellations of interrelated subsystems. From this perspective, emotional dialogue
among educators may be understood as one relational layer through which educational climate is
enacted and experienced across multiple levels of the system.

This relational-ecological perspective is echoed in progressive educational traditions such as
Reggio Emilia (Rinaldi, 2021), which emphasize democratic participation, shared reflection, and
sustained collaboration among educators. Research within this tradition highlights the importance of
dialogic, attentive, and inclusive pedagogical cultures that enable educators to co-construct meaning
with children and with one another (Dahlberg et al., 2014; Moss, 2018). Viewed through this lens,
early childhood settings may be understood as systems of interdependence in which the quality of
interpersonal connections among educators plays a meaningful role in shaping everyday practice.
Over time, emotionally attuned dialogue has the potential to move professional relationships beyond
routine coordination toward deeper forms of dialogical engagement characterized by trust, shared
responsibility, and mutual respect (Burbules & Bruce, 2001).

Building on this view of emotional dialogue as a potential “invisible infrastructure” of
educational climate, the work of Andy Hargreaves on the emotional geographies of teaching offers a
complementary lens for understanding why dyadic staff interactions matter. From this perspective,
educators’ professional relationships are shaped not only by formal roles and responsibilities, but
also by emotional distances and proximities—patterns of closeness, trust, vulnerability, and
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guardedness that are continually negotiated in everyday work (Hargreaves, 2001). In teacher—
assistant dyads, structural asymmetry may intensify these emotional geographies: it can enable care,
support, and mutual reliance, while also generating dependency, caution, or emotional distancing.
Emotional dialogue may be viewed as a relational practice through which these “geographies” are
either softened or widened—by fostering recognition, validation, and shared meaning, or,
conversely, by reproducing blame, withdrawal, or emotional closure. This framing situates dyadic
emotional dialogue within broader accounts of professional capital and collaborative cultures, in
which relational trust and collective capacity constitute central resources for sustaining quality in
contexts characterized by emotional intensity, relational complexity, and ongoing professional
demands (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012).

4.4. Limitations, Future Directions, and Concluding Remarks

Several limitations should be acknowledged. The study draws on a modest sample from a
specific cultural and organizational context, which may constrain the generalizability of the findings.
Its correlational, cross-sectional design identifies associations among variables but does not establish
causality or capture trajectories of change over time. Although some demographic and background
factors were considered, other unmeasured variables (e.g., the level of administrative support,
staffing stability, or community stressors) may also have influenced the results. Finally, the
observation-based analytic tool for emotional dialogue, which draws on audio-recorded and
transcribed dyadic interactions rather than self-report alone, was developed for this research and
thus warrants further validation across contexts.

While based on a small, context-specific sample and an observational tool developed for the
purposes of this research, the findings open several promising avenues for future inquiry. Future
studies might explore whether such dialogue affects children’s emotional and social development,
either directly or through its influence on educator behavior. Intervention research could examine
the effects of professional development programs that explicitly address emotional communication
within teams. In addition, efforts to validate and refine tools for observing emotional dialogue may
support more systematic investigation. Comparative research could also shed light on cultural
variations in how emotional dialogue is enacted and understood.

The current study aims to open a space for thinking about emotional dialogue as a relational
resource in early childhood education. If further substantiated, this perspective may deepen
understanding of collaboration, care, and professionalism in educational teams, and contribute to
broader efforts to foster emotionally responsive and relationally grounded educational
environments. Beyond its findings, the study also offers a methodological contribution: the Dyadic
Emotional-Pedagogical Dialogue Scale provides a practical observation-based analytic framework
for assessing emotional communication within early childhood teams and can support both future
research and professional development.
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