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Due to a lack of adequate measures, little is known about the quality of parent-preschool communication. The
present study presents a new observational tool for measuring interaction quality between parents and pro-
fessionals during child drop-off. The sample consists of 912 parent-professional dyads in 107 preschools. Results
from confirmatory factor analyses provided evidence of construct validity, and results for reliability were good.
Regression analyses indicate that professional-child ratio, the qualification of professionals, and the way peda-

gogical work is organised in the preschool are related to the interaction quality between parents and pro-
fessionals. The implications of our findings will be discussed in the light of the theoretical background as well as
the conceptual framework of the instrument.

1. Introduction

Previous research has shown that supportive parent-professional
partnerships (PPP)] are beneficial to child development (Galindo &
Sheldon, 2012; Mautone et al., 2015; Serpell & Mashburn, 2012).
Summers et al. (2005) define the partnership between parents and
professionals as a ‘mutually supportive interaction between families and
professionals focused on meeting the needs of children and families’ (p.
66). Consequently, positive and ongoing interactions between parents
and professionals are fundamental elements of effective PPP, setting the
stage for sharing values and expectations, building trust, and involving
parents in their child’s development (Intxausti et al., 2013; Rimm--
Kaufman & Pianta, 2005). While there is little doubt about the potential
benefits of positive interaction processes in PPP, limited knowledge
exists about their nature and predictors, especially at the dyadic level.
Most existing studies assess, via questionnaire, the frequency of contact,
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rather than the characteristics of communication” (e.g., Coelho et al.,
2019; Lin et al., 2019; Murray et al., 2015). The present study makes a
unique contribution to this body of research in describing the develop-
ment and validation of a new observational approach for measuring the
interaction quality between parents and professionals during child
drop-off. In the second part, the study also investigates what preschool
characteristics are related to the interaction quality between parents and
professionals.

2. Communication as a crucial aspect of PPP

According to the framework for healthy relationships between fam-
ilies and (pre)schools (Clarke et al., 2010), we assume that communi-
cation is the primary method by which professionals create and support
PPP. Therefore, effective communication leads to higher quality re-
lationships between professionals and parents. To foster effective
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yvonne.anders@uni-bamberg.de (Y. Anders).

1 The concept of PPP is dealt with in the literature using various terms, such as family-preschool partnerships or parent-teacher relationship. We use the term PPP
throughout, as our empirical focus is on the dyad between parents and professionals, not on the organisational level. However, it can also be extended to other family
members and pedagogical staff.

2 In the literature review, we mainly use the term communication, as previous research has focused especially on the exchange of information between preschools
and parents. Considering the bidirectional nature of communication during drop-off and pick-up times, we use the term interaction with regard to our newly
developed instrument. However, only the interaction behaviour of the professionals is assessed, as it is their professional task to initiate high-quality interactions with
the parents.
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communication, professionals may focus on increasing the quantity and
quality of their communication with parents over time to develop and
maintain a strong connection with each other. In line with these theo-
retical assumptions, existing research literature has demonstrated that
positive communication on a regular basis plays a key role in involving
parents in their child’s education (e.g., Intxausti et al., 2013) as well as
in building trust between parents and professionals (e.g., Adams &
Christenson, 2000). Sharing information is seen as critical in creating
continuity for children between the home and preschool setting, and
thus in providing high-quality learning environments (e.g., Clarke et al.,
2014; Giovacco-Johnson, 2009). Information regarding a child’s expe-
riences provided by parents for professionals has the potential to help
professionals to better understand the children’s behaviour and, in this
way, to develop and maintain positive relationships with the children
(Zellman & Perlman, 2006). Information about the child’s experiences
provided by professionals for parents may strengthen parents’ abilities
to provide a sensitive and stimulating home environment, reinforcing
what children have learned in preschool (Owen et al., 2000).

Even though there are numerous communication practices in pre-
schools, existing research literature considers especially the meeting
points during transition times to be highly relevant, for the following
reasons: First, in contrast to school contexts, they offer parents and
professionals the opportunity to share current and individual informa-
tion on a daily basis (e.g., Murray et al., 2015). Details can be collected
and an impression can develop as to how the day in the family began (e.
g., Swartz & Easterbrooks, 2014; Weiss et al., 2014). Second, regardless
of whether there is a real conversation between parents and pro-
fessionals, a welcoming atmosphere can be established by greeting the
parent during child drop-off by name and by establishing eye contact
(Dahlberg & Moss, 2004). Third, these meeting points offer the oppor-
tunity to reach almost all parents (Grady et al., 2012), even those who do
not appear for formal activities for various reasons (e.g., lack of time,
language thresholds). Fourth, in these situations, parents can observe
how the professionals interact with their child, giving them an idea of
what occurs in the preschool setting when they are not present, and
making them feel comfortable with using childcare (Coelho et al., 2019;
Shpancer et al., 2002). Finally, the meeting points during transition
times offer the opportunity to establish a trustful relationship between
parents and professionals, which can form a good basis for any chal-
lenging conflict situations that may arise in future (Hummel et al., 2022;
McGrath, 2007; Rolfe & Armstrong, 2010).

3. Measuring communication between parents and
professionals

Mostly, aspects of communication have been assessed as one
dimension of the broader construct of PPP. Many of these global mea-
sures lack psychometric support, such as evidence of reliability or val-
idity (e.g., Quality of Parent-Teacher Relationship Scale in the
Kindergarten; Penderi, 2012; the Home-School Relationships Ques-
tionnaire; Barbarin, 2000); or studies combined items from already
established measurements without statistical or content support (e.g.,
Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2003; Serpell & Mashburn, 2012). Additionally,
the majority of established measurements focus on the frequency of
parent-professional contacts, rather than qualitative characteristics of
interaction processes. This is also the case with studies that used or
developed scales exclusively for assessing professional-parent commu-
nication (e.g., Coelho et al., 2019; Lin et al., 2019; Murray et al., 2015).
For example, Coelho et al. (2019), who investigated parent-professional
communication during drop-off and pick-up times, used an adapted
version of the Daycare Experience Questionnaire (DEQ; Skouteris &
Dissanayake, 2001; translation by Cadima et al., 2012), which only
considered the frequency of information exchange on specific topics (e.
g., the child’s sleeping and eating habits) on a 4-point scale from ‘rarely’
(1) to ‘daily’ (4). Another limitation of existing studies is that data is
mainly based on questionnaires and self-reports, even though
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observational data is widely considered to be much more objective (e.g.,
Cryer et al., 2002; Mocan, 2007). A number of studies focusing on in-
teractions between parents and professionals during drop-off and
pick-up times (Endsley & Minish, 1991; Maras et al., 2018; Perlman &
Fletcher, 2012) have used observational approaches, but the design of
the measurements only allows for results to be reported at a descriptive
level. In the study by Perlman and Fletcher (2012) for example, a short
list of behaviours was coded as part of a series of 20 second snapshots.
Only the extent to which a greeting took place (no greeting, greeting
with or without name) and what information was exchanged (e.g.,
child-related information, personal information, program-related in-
formation) was taken into account. In contrast, Maras and colleagues
(2018) used five-point scales to measure the quality of co-caring re-
lationships between teachers and mothers; however, these focused on
emotional aspects, such as anger or warmth, and not specific commu-
nication behaviours. Consequently, further research is still needed using
measures that offer insight into processual details, such as live obser-
vation at the dyadic level.

4. Theoretical assumptions: the characteristics and structure of
interaction quality during drop-off situations

Reviewing the literature on parent-professional communication
shows that there is a lack of concepts developed specifically and origi-
nally for early childhood education. With regard to the communicative
skills of preschool professionals, reference is mostly made to principles
of conversation analysis (e.g., Berc et al., 2014; Cheatham & Ostrosky,
2009; McNaughton et al., 2008), in particular to the key elements of the
person-centred conversation approach (Rogers, 1973). According to
this, appreciation, empathy, and congruence promote an open exchange
of conversation (e.g., Tausch & Tausch, 1990). Appreciation for parents
becomes evident when professionals actively listen and try to under-
stand parents’ concerns by asking questions. Parents experience
empathy when professionals use conversation techniques such as para-
phrasing to verbalise the parents’ feelings and thoughts. Appreciation
and empathy can only reach parents as a message if the professionals’
behaviour is congruent, i.e. if the professionals’ statements and behav-
iour match (e.g., Behr & Aich, 2017). According to the communication
researchers Watzlawick et al., and Jackson (2017), both technical con-
versation skills and nonverbal behaviour are factors that contribute to
the success of interaction processes. For example, a negative attitude —
or even ignoring the other person - sends a strong message of lack of
interest. After reviewing the literature of communication research, the
following characteristics of verbal and nonverbal behaviour have
proven to be effective; as such, we included them in the development of
scales: the use of active listening, making empathetic comments, asking
appropriate questions, paraphrasing, summarising, posture, eye contact,
and facial expressions (Gordon, 2003; Giinther, 2003; O’Shea, 2000).

Also drawing on existing research in conversational psychology, this
study assumes a three-dimensional structure of parent-professional in-
teractions during drop-off situations, consisting of the three sequences of
conversation opening, topic development, and conversation closing
(Coulthard & Condlin, 2014). First, conversations are usually opened by
greetings, general questions regarding well-being, or nonverbal behav-
iour such as a smile. Afterwards, topic development takes place within a
verbal exchange: Topic development is an extremely complex
multi-layered phenomenon that can be discussed within a single turn or
a series of turns (Bergmann, 1990). Finally, the conversation usually
concludes with a summary followed by closing rituals (e.g., saying
goodbye, handshake). In theory, the opening of the conversation is very
important for the course of the conversation, as a warm welcome can be
decisive in determining whether or not a conversation takes place
(Coulthard & Condlin, 2014). While most of the conversations begin
with a conversational opening, conversely, not every greeting must lead
to the development of a topic. Previous research on parent-professional
interactions during drop-off and pick-up times has already shown that
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communication is quite limited and a conversational opening is not al-
ways followed by a conversation (e.g., Endsley & Minish, 1991; Perlman
& Fletcher, 2012; Winkelstein, 1981). In line with the person-centred
conversation approach (Rogers, 1973), the occurrence of a conversa-
tion should also not be evaluated as a quality indicator for the
parent-professional interactions during child drop-off. It is important to
remember that not all parents are always interested in a conversation
when handing over their children. A lack of time resources or no acute
need to talk can be decisive factors for parental disinterest. Conse-
quently, high quality interaction consists of professionals focusing on
the parents’ needs, creating an atmosphere of warmth, sympathy, and
acceptance. At the same time, communication must be geared to the
parents’ need to talk and should not be initiated regardless.

5. Relations between preschool characteristics and aspects of
PPP

The structural characteristics of preschools are thought to form the
foundations for the kinds of processes that can take place within pre-
schools (Pianta et al., 2005). Whereas the evidence on relations between
structural features and children’s experiences has been well-established
(see for an overview Slot, 2018), it remains unclear how these charac-
teristics relate to parent-staff interactions. A few studies suggest that
professionals’ qualifications are associated with aspects of PPP practices
(e.g., Castro et al., 2004; Cohen & Anders, 2019). For example, Cohen
and Anders (2019) found positive relations between professionals’
qualifications and the intensity of their partnership activities (e.g.,
parent-teacher conferences). However, findings are mixed: With regard
to parent-professional communication, qualifications are yet to have
been proved to be crucial (Perlman & Fletcher, 2012; Swartz & East-
erbrooks, 2014). In the present study, we consider the professionals’
qualifications at preschool level based on recent findings from Germany
(Barenthien et al., 2019; Resa et al., 2018); these studies note the
importance of professional exchange within the team for quality in
preschool settings. Consequently, we assume that a higher percentage of
professionals with a university degree within the team is related to the
frequency and intensity of professional exchange, and thus predict the
quality of parent-professional communication.

Moreover, some research has shown that lower professional-child
ratios in preschool settings are related to more positive and frequent
parent-professional communication (e.g., Early et al., 2007; Rao et al.,
2003; Zellman & Perlman, 2006). The only study to date known to us
which examines interactions during drop-off and pick-up times, is the
observational study by Perlman and Fletcher (2012), which could not
prove the importance of the professional-child ratio. Thus, further
research is needed to investigate this relation. The age of children could
also be a possible predictor of the quality of parent-professional
communication. Based on previous research that has shown that pro-
fessionals and parents communicate more frequently about infants than
pre-schoolers (e.g., Endsley & Minish, 1991; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta,
1999), we assume that younger children are less able to directly
communicate verbally about their needs and experiences, resulting in
their parents and professionals engaging in more communication to
compensate for this. Aspects of parent-professional communication
could also depend on the preschools’ ethnic composition: This is based
on the hypothesis that culture may predict families’ child-rearing values,
leading to a gap between the values and interests of parents and pro-
fessionals. In the German study by Neumann (2012), the ratio of chil-
dren with a non-German mother tongue in the classroom is associated
with a stronger perception on the part of professionals of perceived
challenges for PPP. Moreover, language barriers may manipulate
communication processes in PPP; indeed, the negative relation between
diversity of ethnicity and frequency of parent-professional
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communication is proven and well established (e.g., Guo, 2002; Kim,
2009; Van Keulen & Van Beurden, 2002). However, more research is
needed on aspects of quality.

Finally, the present study considers the way pedagogical work is
organised in the preschool. In Germany, pedagogical work in preschools
is generally organised in two ways: Either two to three professionals
each work in teams with groups of children in separate classrooms, or all
of a preschool’s professionals work with all children and no classrooms
exist (open plan work). The latter approach implies greater age het-
erogeneity, challenging spatial structures, and restricts the availability
of the head professional during drop-off and pick-up times. In order to be
able to better organise drop-off and pick-up times, in most preschools
with open plan work concepts, children are first brought to one place by
their parents, after which the children may choose in which room they
wish to spend time. Consequently, at this drop-off meeting point, only
one or two professionals are present and not all of the head professionals
— who are most familiar with and knowledgeable regarding the children
— are available there; whether parents ascribe sufficient credibility to
other professionals is unclear (Shimoni, 1992).

6. Research objectives

In the present paper, we aim — using a new observational tool — to
contribute to a better understanding of parent-preschool interactions.
First, we describe the process of the scale’s development and investigate
the reliability and construct validity of the measurement. Second, we
investigate whether the quality of interactions between parents and
professionals is related to structural characteristics of the preschool
settings.

7. Method
7.1. Design and sample

Data collection for the present study took place between October
2018 and March 2019. All data were obtained as part of the evaluation
of a German governmental preschool initiative that was set up to support
preschools in implementing language education and effective PPP. The
sample consisted of 186 professionals and 935 parents recruited from
107 preschools. In order to guarantee heterogeneity, the sample was
drawn from different regions in eight federal states of Germany (Bavaria,
Baden-Wuerttemberg, Berlin, Brandenburg, North Rhine-Westphalia,
Hamburg, Saxony, Hesse). First, the research team informed the pre-
school managers about the observations with a written letter. Second,
the preschool managers were asked to inform their teams, who, in turn,
informed the parents about the observation.

In each preschool, a maximum of two professionals were randomly
selected by observing only the first two professionals who interacted
with parents over the entire morning transition. The participating pro-
fessionals were mostly female (89%) and their mean age was 41 years.
With respect to professional qualifications, we find 8% with a university
degree. On average, professionals had 14 years of work experience in
preschool settings (SD = 11 years) and had attended two to three days of
partnership-related professional development activities in the last 12
months (SD = 6.73 months). Due to data security and ethical reason,
data about parents’ demographic characteristics could not be collected.
Informed consents were obtained from the professionals. The parents
were informed through a written information notice, as no identifying
data were collected, and parents were observed within their daily
transition routines. The information material was written in various
languages (German, English, Russian, Turkish, Spanish, and Arabic) in
order to ensure that all families were adequately informed about the
observation.
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7.2. Instruments

7.2.1. Development of the observational scale

In the process of scale development, different items and response
formats were probed and subsequently improved by pilot testing.
Moreover, pilot studies (N = 16 preschools; N = 77 drop-off situations)
were used to examine inter-rater reliability, and ensure that live
observation is sufficient and feasible for observers. The final observation
instrument consists of 13 items on three theoretical dimensions: pro-
fessionals’ willingness to communicate and interact (4 items: posture,
eye contact, facial expression, welcoming), communication strategies (5
items: posture, eye contact, speaker changes and conversation parts,
parent-centred conversation, conclusion of conversation), and the fare-
well (4 items: posture, eye contact, facial expression, farewell).
Response options for items range from ‘inadequate quality’ (1) to
‘excellent quality’ (4). Each item is based on indicators, which are de-
scriptions of the quality level (for information on full item examples see
Fig. 1). According to the theoretical background (see chapter 4), we do
not evaluate the occurrence of a conversation as a quality indicator for
the parent-professional interactions during child drop-off. Thus, in each
drop-off situation, the two subscales willingness to communicate and
interact and farewell are rated. In both subscales, the professional can
achieve the highest score, even if the parents do not signal any interest in
a conversation (e.g., due to lack of time). In those cases where
communication apart from greetings takes place, the subscale commu-
nication strategies is also rated.

7.2.2. Structural characteristics of drop-off situations

Additionally, the instrument includes two short questionnaires for
assessing contextual information for (1) each drop-off situation (e.g.,
topic and duration of communication) and for (2) preschool character-
istics regarding child drop-off (e.g., responsibilities during child drop-
off).

7.2.3. Structural characteristics of preschools

An online questionnaire completed by each preschool’s manager was
used to survey the preschools’ characteristics. Based on the literature
review, we include the following characteristics that may relate to the
interaction quality between parents and professionals: percentage of
professionals with a university degree within the team (team includes all
staff members excluding the preschool manager), percentage of children
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mainly not speaking German at home, percentage of children under
three years old (at time of the survey), organisation of pedagogical work
(classroom-based vs. open plan work), and size of the preschool (number
of children registered with the setting at time of the survey). In addition,
we include the professional-child ratio. Therefore, the observers counted
the number of children and professionals present in each drop-off situ-
ation. To determine the professional-child ratio, the number of children
was divided by the number of professionals. All descriptives are depicted
in Table 1.

7.3. Procedure

In each preschool, the observers rated drop-off exchanges between
parents and professionals for a period of 60 minutes. One of the ob-
servers started the observation at the moment a parent entered the
classroom. After the farewell (or the parent’s leaving), the observer
stopped observing and recorded their observations. This process was
repeated continuously. The second observer recorded interactions be-
tween professionals and parents who may have entered while another
parent was already being observed. Consequently, no more than two
parents could be observed simultaneously. To examine inter-rater

Table 1
Descriptive statistics for preschools.
Characteristic M SD Min Max
Professional-child ratio 5.03 3.82 0.20  36.00
Percentage of professionals with a university =~ 11.41 9.71 0.00 44.44
degree”
Percentage of children not speaking German 41.00 27.19 0.00 100.00
at home
Percentage of children under three years old 20.83 11.38  0.00 51.32
Size of preschool (number of children) 99.88 48.95 35 322
Organization of pedagogical work 30.8 Classroom-based
(classroom-based/open plan work) %

 Professionals holding a university degree either finished a Bachelor’s or
Master’s program in early childhood education or related subjects. Professionals
without a university degree either completed a three-year post-secondary
vocational training program (educator), a two-year study program at upper
secondary vocational level (childcare assistants), or a comparable training
program.
Note. N = 107.

1 2 3 4
Welcoming” No greeting Greeting by simple ‘hello’,  Greeting Greeting with names
or ‘hi’, ‘good morning’ and and
only greeting of the short question on the short question on the
child current state of health current state of health
Speaker No speaker changes with Rare speaker changes More frequent speaker Equal shares of
changes and parent (monologue) or changes conversation (both
conversation unbalanced conversation and partners have the
parts® parts (e.g. one-sided short ~ unbalanced or opportunity to
questions or answers) very short parts of the contribute equal ratio of
conversation (e.g. one- questions and answers)
sided short
questions/answers or
only emotional and
exclamatory words)
Posture® Professional turns away ~ Professional turns towards ~ Professional holds Professional actively
continuously parents for very short time  posture towards parents  approaches parents
or only and (distance 50cm — 1m)

turned towards child
only

maintains eye level with
parents

and (if applicable)

mirrors parents’ posture

Note. *subscale willingness to communicate and interact, ®subscale communication strategies, “subscale farewell.

Fig. 1. Example scale items for interaction quality between parents and professionals.
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reliability, a third observer independently rated the same parent-
professional interactions as one of the other two observers in a sub-
sample of 34 preschools (31.8%) and 293 drop-off situations (32.1%).
The fidelity of implementation of the observations was ensured through
a preselection of sufficiently qualified observers based on the following
criteria: (1) held a Bachelor’s degree in early childhood education or a
related field, or (2) had experience working on research studies that
required observations or (3) that involved childcare. The observers
received extensive and ongoing training on the instrument, consisting of
three phases. First, observers participated in an 8-hour workshop that
utilised an observer manual and several practical exercises (rating
videos of drop-off situations). Second, each observer had to practice one
1-hour observation in a preschool. An observer was only certified for the
study if they achieved an inter-rater agreement of at least 80%. The third
phase included a joint reflection with the trainer on the experiences with
the tool during the practice observation, as well as frequent supervision
via telephone during the field phase of the study.

7.4. Statistical analyses

In the first step, descriptive analyses were conducted and the inter-
rater reliability of the thirteen items assessing the interaction quality
was established. The intraclass correlation coefficients (ICC) were
calculated using the SPSS statistical package version 25, based on a two-
way-mixed effects model, with single measures and absolute agreement
(McGraw & Wong, 1996). Results indicate moderate to good inter-rater
reliability (see Table 2; Leslie & Fleenor, 1998). Therefore, in those cases
in which two observers rated the same drop-off situation, the assess-
ments of one of the observers were randomly selected for the final
scores.

In a second step, the empirical structure of the interaction quality
was investigated using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). We
compared (1) a g-factor model to (2) a three-factor model, with the three
theoretical dimensions: willingness to communicate and interact,
communication strategies, and farewell. Goodness-of-fit of the CFA was
assessed with reference to several indicators: (1) chi-square value, (2)
the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and (3) the Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA). Models with a CFI above .95 and an RMSEA
below .08 are generally regarded as good or moderate approximations of
the given data (Hu & Bentler, 1999). In the CFA, we controlled for the
nested structure of the data by using corrected standard errors and fit
statistics (type = complex; cluster = professionals). Based on the CFA
results, mean scores of the subscales were calculated.

To investigate the relation between the quality of parent-professional
interactions and the preschool characteristics, we ran three separate
regression models with each interaction quality subscale as a dependent
variable. Professional-child ratio was assessed in each drop-off situation,
thus entered at level 1. The other preschool characteristics — percentage
of professionals with a university degree within the team, percentage of
children not speaking German at home, percentage of children under
three years old, organisation of child drop-off — were entered at level 2.
The geographical location of the preschool (city/medium-sized town
(reference group)/small town and rural area) was entered as control
variable in the models. The data were clustered by preschools (type =
two level). All multivariate analyses were performed with the program
Mplus Version 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017). Missing data were
estimated using full information maximum likelihood (FIML). However,
the amount of missing data on the observed variables of the three sub-
scales was not substantial, and the data were missing completely at
random (subscale willingness to communicate and interact: between
0.3% and 2.1% missing; MCAR; x2 = 11.682, df = 10, p > 0.05; subscale
communication strategies: between 1.2% and 2.6% missing; MCAR; x2
= 22.266, df = 28, p > 0.05; subscale farewell: between 1.0% and 2.4%
missing; MCAR; x2 = 19.152, df = 18, p > 0.05).
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Table 2

Descriptive statistics for interaction quality between parents and professionals.
Item content by factor M SD 1cct 1cc®
Willingness to communicate and interact®
Posture 2.16 1.07 .21 .68
Eye contact 2.57 1.01 .19 .59
Facial expression 2.94 1.02 .25 .49
Welcoming 1.91 0.57 15 .62
Communication strategiesh
Posture 2.66 1.06 .18 .67
Eye contact 3.08 0.87 .15 .58
Speaker changes + conversation parts 2.68 0.99 .16 .55
Parent-centred conversation 2.30 0.82 13 .63
Conclusion of conversation 1.98 0.86 12 .44
Farewell®
Posture 1.59 0.85 17 .73
Eye contact 1.82 0.99 .13 .68
Facial expression 2.18 1.18 .14 .74
Farewell 1.61 0.69 .16 .70
¥ N=912
> N =503
¢ N=0912

4 ICC = Intraclass correlation coefficients for interaction quality between
parents and professionals at preschool level

¢ ICC = Intraclass correlation coefficients to assess inter-rater reliability for
interaction quality between parents and professionals

8. Results
8.1. Descriptives of the drop-off situations

In the present study, a total of 912 child drop-off situations were
observed, varying between 3 and 15 situations per preschool (M = 8.52,
SD = 2.85). The number of situations observed per professional varied
between 1 and 14 (M = 4.88, SD = 3.06). Mostly (96%), one person
brought the child to the preschool. In about half of the situations (54 %),
the parents went into the child’s classroom for drop-off; in the other
situations, the interactions between parents and professionals took place
in other locations, such as the entrance area or the cloakroom. In 55% of
the situations (N = 503), communication apart from greeting took place.
In those cases, the mean duration of a conversation was 64 s (SD = 101
s), whereas the median duration of conversations was 36 s.

Table 2 shows the descriptives of the interaction quality between
parents and professionals for each item. While the item scores of the
professionals’ willingness to communicate and interact and communi-
cation strategies are sometimes well above the theoretical mean (M =
2.5), all item scores of the farewell are well below it. Within these three
factors, non-verbal aspects of interaction, such as eye contact and facial
expression, are particularly highly rated, while verbal aspects show
lower ratings. Thus, one fifth of the parents was not even greeted, and as
many as half of the parents were not said goodbye to while dropping off
their child.

8.2. Psychometric properties and structure of interaction quality

The structure of the interaction quality was investigated using CFA.
We compared (1) a g-factor model to (2) a three-factor model, with the
three theoretical factors: willingness to communicate and interact,
communication strategies, and farewell. The goodness-of-fit indices for
the single- and three-factor models are presented in Table 3. The results
indicate that the g-factor model does not fit the data well. The CFI is
small and the RMSEA is too large to be considered a good model fit (Hu
& Bentler, 1999). In contrast, the three-factor model, with willingness to
communicate and interact, communication strategies, and farewell as
three separate factors, fits the data better but does not adequately reflect
the dimensions of interaction quality. An explanation for this result may
be that the 3-factor model does not consider the fact that the aspect of
posture is measured three times in each drop-off situation, but the three
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Table 3

CFA results.
Model ¥ () CFI  RMSEA (90% CD)  Ay* (dp
g-factor model 1392.92*** (65) .53 .15 [.14, .16]
3-factor model” .90 .07 [.06, .08] 697.61 3)
3-factor model” .93 .06 [.05, .07] 82.22%** (3)

@ 3-factor model = the three-factor model, with willingness to communicate
and interact, communication strategies, and farewell as three separate factors.

b 3_factor model = the three-factor model, with willingness to communicate
and interact, communication strategies, and farewell as three separate factors
and including the residual covariances between the three posture items.

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. Note. N = 912. y* = Chi-square value. df =
degrees of freedom. CFI = comparative fit index. RMSEA = root mean square
error of approximation. CI = confidence interval. The scaled chi-square differ-
ence tests statistics (Ay? [df]), as well as the corresponding p-values, refer to the
differences between the model fit of the present row compared to the previous
row.

items that measure posture are assigned to different theoretical factors.
Drop-off situations often progress very quickly, so it is to be expected
that the professionals’ posture will remain stable throughout a single
situation; thus, strong intercorrelations® will exist between the three
posture items, although they are assigned to different theoretical factors.
Considering this assumption by including the residual covariances be-
tween the three posture items in the final model, this is reflected in an
acceptable model fit (3-factor model® in Table 3). The overall
goodness-of-fit can be described as moderate to good. Based on the CFA
results, three scale scores were formed by computing the average across
items loading on the same factor. Internal consistency coefficients for all
scales were high (see Table 4). The mean values of the three subscales
range between 1.80 (SD = 1.75) and 2.54 (SD = 0.72), with farewell
being the lowest scoring subscale.

8.3. Relation between preschool characteristics and interaction quality

The regression results are presented in Table 5. On level 1, the
professional-child ratio was negatively related to the interaction quality
between parents and professionals. The more children a professional
must take care of, the lower the quality in the subscale farewell (f =-.10,
p = .003). Similar tendencies can be seen with regard to the subscale
willingness to communicate and interact (f = -.09, p =.097). On level 2,
preschools that organised the pedagogical work in classrooms showed
better interaction quality than preschools that used the open plan work
approach: willingness to communicate and interact (f = .26, p = .022),
communication strategies (f = .34, p = .021), and farewell ( =.27,p =
.032). In addition, we found positive relations between professionals’
qualifications and the subscales willingness to communicate and

Table 4

Scale descriptives for interaction quality between parents and professionals.
Subscales Number of o M SD

items
Willingness to communicate and 4 79 229 073
interact”

Communication strategies” 5 .84 254 072
Farewell® 4 .88 1.80 0.81
2 N=912
b N =503
¢ N=0912.

Note. a = Cronbach’s alpha.

3 The intercorrelation coefficients between the posture items are varying
from .37+* to .53** (**p < .01).
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Table 5
Standardised regression coefficients for interaction quality between parents and
professionals predicted by structural quality in preschool.

Predictor Willingness to Communication Farewell®
communicate and strategiesb
interact®
p p p
Level 1 (drop-off situation)
Professional-child ratio -.09% .00 -10%*
Level 2 (preschool)
Percentage of .32% .05 41*
professionals with a
university degree
within the team
Percentage of children .09 -.14 21
not speaking German
at home
Percentage of children -.06 .02 -.03
under three years old
Organization of .26% .34* 27%
pedagogical work?
Size of the preschool .06 .01 -.03
R (level 1) .01 .00 .01
R? (level 2) 24 17 .33%

Note. Preschool sample (N = 107). Drop-off situation sample (N* = 912. N =
503. N® = 912). In all models, geographical location of the preschool was
included as control variable at preschool level, although not shown in the table.
40 = open plan work (reference group), 1 = classroom-based.”p < .10. *p < .05.
**p < .01.

interact (p = .32, p = .041) and farewell (f = .41, p = .022). To sum-
marise, the higher the percentage of professionals with a university
degree within the team, the higher the interaction quality was rated. No
results were found for the other preschool characteristics. Overall, pre-
school characteristics explained 22% of the variance in the pro-
fessionals’ willingness to communicate and interact, 17% of the variance
in the professionals’ communication strategies, and 33% of the variance
in the professionals’ farewells.

9. Discussion

To our knowledge, this is the first study that focuses on the inter-
action quality between parents and professionals during child drop-off
in German preschools. First, a new observational scale was introduced
and psychometric information provided. In the second part, we inves-
tigated preschool characteristics that may related to the interaction
quality between parents and professionals. The key findings can be
summarised as follows: Interactions between parents and professionals
are quite limited. In particular, low quality scores were found for verbal
aspects. The distinction between the three theoretical components —
willingness to communicate and interact, communication strategies, and
farewell — was empirically evident. The high alphas of the three sub-
scales, as well as the high levels of inter-rater reliability, provide initial
evidence of the reliability of the new tool. Professional-child ratio,
organisation of the pedagogical work, and professionals’ qualifications
were associated with the interaction quality between parents and pro-
fessionals during child drop-off.

The most striking result of this study is that the theoretically postu-
lated 3-factor structure of the interaction quality between parents and
professionals — willingness to communicate and interact, communica-
tion strategies, and farewell — could be empirically proven. It is the first
study to present empirical evidence for the transferability of the person-
centred approach to the early childhood education context. Importantly,
the psychometric properties for all of the three subscales were satis-
factory, providing reliable scales for future research. Nevertheless, the
low inter-rater agreement of a few items indicates that the training
concept should be further developed. For example, in a feedback
meeting, some observers already reported that there were no indications
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in the training materials on how to evaluate the item facial expression in
case the professional spontaneously turned his or her face away and the
observers could no longer see it clearly.

In line with previous research (e.g., Endsley & Minish, 1991; Perl-
man & Fletcher, 2012), our results reveal that most interactions between
parents and professionals during morning drop-off are brief and limited.
An explanation for this finding may be that the observations were con-
ducted during the morning drop-off and not the pick-up period. Parents
may have more time in the afternoon or may be more interested in
feedback at this time, since they are about to take over the caregiving
responsibility for the rest of the day. However, Endsley and Minish
(1991) noted no significant differences in the frequency, length, content,
or atmosphere of parent-preschool communication between drop-off
and pick-up times. In this context, McGrath (2007) points out that low
quality of interactions between parents and professionals may reflect the
absence during transition times of those professionals who have spent
most of the day with the child.

In the second part of the study, we hypothesised that characteristics
of preschools are associated with the interaction quality between par-
ents and professionals during child drop-off. The hypothesis was only
partially supported. We found three relevant relations: First,
professional-child ratio was negatively related to the interaction quality
in the subscale farewell. Similar trends can also be seen with regard to
the negative relation between the professional-child ratio and the pro-
fessionals’ willingness to communicate and interact. An explanation for
these findings may be that drop-off and pick-up represent particularly
task-intensive and stressful situations for professionals (Reedy &
McGrath, 2010): On the one hand, there is the opportunity to interact
and communicate with the parents; on the other hand, the care of the
children still has priority. At the same time, the staffing situation is often
worse, especially during transition times. Our results are contradictory
to the study by Perlman and Fletcher (2012), which could not find re-
lations between the professional-child ratio and aspects of
parent-professional communication during drop-off situations. One
explanation for the contradictory findings could be methodological
limitations: In the present study, the professional-child ratio was
observed in each drop-off situation. As such, more variation can be
found on the professional-child ratio compared to the study by Perlman
and Fletcher (2012), which considered this structural aspect only at the
preschool level.

Secondly, results reveal that preschools with a higher percentage of
professionals with a university degree within the team showed a higher
level of quality in the subscales willingness to communicate and interact
and farewell. These findings are consistent with previous studies that
have found positive relations between professionals’ qualifications and
aspects of PPP (Castro et al., 2004; Cohen & Anders, 2019). In contrast to
this research, however, in the present study, the professionals’ qualifi-
cations were considered at the preschool level: One possible mechanism
could be that a higher percentage of professionals with a university
degree within the team contributes, through professional exchange, to
higher professional competencies of all team members within a pre-
school, which in turn is positively related to the interaction quality be-
tween parents and professionals. Academic training for preschool
professionals has only recently been made available in Germany, and it
can thus be assumed that the curricula of Bachelor’s and Master’s pro-
grams will take greater account of more innovative PPP approaches; as
such, they are likely to address the professional competencies which are
important for parent-professionals communication (e.g., professional
knowledge about effective communication techniques, the awareness of
the importance of communicating with parents) more intensively than
was the case for older vocational training programs, in which pro-
fessionals are trained in a way that defines their professional role in
reference to the children and not to their parents. Therefore, pro-
fessionals with a university degree can function as role models and
multipliers and thereby serve as leaders of practice in the field of
parental cooperation.
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Thirdly, preschools that organised the pedagogical work in class-
rooms exhibited better quality in all three subscales — willingness to
communicate and interact, communication strategies, and farewell —
than preschools with an open plan work concept. One explanation for
this finding might be that structural conditions in drop-off situations are
better in preschools which are structured in classrooms, thanks to factors
such as the children being brought to separate classrooms, the presence
of head professionals who are also responsible for the child during the
day, a smaller number of children being brought at the same time by
their parents, and clear agreements between professionals as to who is
responsible for communication with parents.

9.1. Limitations and future research

There are some limitations to the present study that should be noted.
First, although the sample was drawn from preschools in eight German
federal states representing different regions and different structures in
preschool settings, it was not randomly selected. Moreover, the sample is
not representative of preschools in Germany, on the one hand due to its
small sample size and on the other due to the participation of all settings
in a federal program with a specific focus on PPP. Therefore, it can be
assumed that the present sample is selective for preschools and pro-
fessionals that deal more closely with the topic of PPP. The interaction
quality between parents and professionals in other, regular settings may
be different. Second, it cannot be completely ruled out that the pro-
fessionals’ awareness of being observed influences their interaction
behaviour: In view of the fact that no concrete evaluation criteria were
mentioned to the professionals and feedback was anonymous, aggre-
gated at preschool level, and not given to the supervisors, we would
however feel confident excluding this factor. Third, due to the limited
observation resources of each individual observer in the live situation,
not all interactions between parents and professionals during morning
drop-off could be observed. It would therefore be worthwhile to
compare video observations to live observations in future research.
Video observation would also be useful in view of the sometimes very
brief interactions, in which details are often difficult to observe. In this
way, inter-rater agreement could also be increased even more. However,
the amount of missing data on the observed variables was very small,
indicating that the drop-off situations are easily observable live, despite
their sometimes fast-moving nature. Moreover, video observation would
have involved other methodological challenges (e.g., lower ecological
validity), higher costs, and study management resources. Fourth, the
child’s perspective was not considered either in the observational tool or
in the study. It may be the case that the professionals are more focused
on the needs of the children in these transition times, or are more
comfortable and interested in working with children than they are with
adults. In order to be able to rule out a trade-off effect, it is essential in
future research to investigate the extent to which professionals refrain
from communicating with parents in favour of interacting with children.
However, this may affect the number of conversations that take place,
but should not affect the professionals’ willingness to communicate and
interact. Nevertheless, a further development of the tool, one that con-
siders the child’s perspective, is necessary in order to be able to exclude
these interrelations in future.

This study provides future studies with an observational instrument
that is adequate for assessing interaction quality between parents and
professionals during transition times. In future research, the instrument
might be used to evaluate interaction quality during pick-up times in the
afternoon, comparing it with interaction quality during drop-off times.
In addition, the tool can be used to evaluate the effectiveness of inter-
action quality between parents and professionals on trustful relation-
ships, parental involvement activities, and child outcomes.
Furthermore, due to the fact that stable and ongoing parent-professional
communication via other channels, such as emails or notes, may influ-
ence the interaction quality during transition times (e.g., parents and
professionals might feel less need to interact in person at busy transition
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times), in future the observational tool must account for other forms of
informal communication between parents and professionals. Moreover,
future research must investigate other potential confounding predictors
of interaction quality between parents and professionals besides the
structural characteristics of the preschools, such as individual charac-
teristics of the professionals (e.g., extraversion or stress) and of the
parents and children (e.g., sex, ethnicity). Also of interest is whether
different demographic subgroups of parents are associated with specific
communication methods, consequently influencing the quality of
interaction in transition times. For example, are parents who are headed
to work after drop-off less likely to interact with professionals than those
who do not work outside the home? Do professionals interact with these
parents in other ways, such as via email or children’s work folders?

10. Conclusion

The present study provides evidence of the importance of preparing
professionals to establish positive PPP as part of daily preschool rou-
tines. Professionals play an active role in encouraging parents to get
involved in the education of their children and in PPP. The results of this
study indicate that in the future, policy efforts must be made to improve
the structural characteristics (e.g., professional-child ratio) of preschool
settings to enhance family outreach. Specific structural support, such as
extra staff for working with families, might be effective. Additionally,
suitable staffing patterns must be guaranteed so that those professionals
who have spent most of the day with the children are also present at
drop-off and pick-up times. In this way, quality can be improved, even
when staff resources are scarce. Furthermore, in view of the potential
impact of the academic training of preschool staff and the fact that
academically trained preschool professionals are still rare in Germany,
political efforts to further expand Bachelor’s and Master’s programs are
worthwhile when aiming to enhance parent-professional communica-
tion. When trying to integrate parent-professional communication into
the daily routines of preschools, professionals cannot work using fixed
procedures. They have to spontaneously react to parents’ interests, using
them to create interaction opportunities; professionals must also
consistently work with a highly diverse group of families with corre-
spondingly diverse needs. Therefore, additionally, ongoing support is
needed to address the specific challenges within individual preschools
and to enable professionals to realise high-quality interaction processes
under different structural conditions.
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