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THE EXPERIENCE OF NURSERY SCHOOL TEACHERS
WITH CHILDREN IN FOSTER CARE

Abstract: the study focuses on the analysis of specific behavioural manifestations in children from
foster families from the perspective of nursery schoolteachers in the Zlin region, the Czech Repub-
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lic. The main objective was to analyse these manifestations in the nursery school environment.
A sub-objective was to describe the relationship of these children with their teachers and peers in
the nursery school. A semi-structured interview was used for data collection. The participants were
five nursery schoolteachers who had experience of working with children from foster families.
Open coding of the interviews revealed that children from foster families were more likely to dis-
play aggression, rejecting behaviour and defiance. These behaviours are perceived by teachers as a
means of releasing psychological tension, a way of attracting attention or inappropriate habits from
the family environment. However, at the same time, the need for love, affection and acceptance
from the teacher is noticeable. Teachers see the reasons for this behaviour in the children's previous
experience and in the current life situation and its changes. Children from foster families often enter
into conflict situations with other children in the class. There is a difference in relation to younger
or weaker children, to whom they manifest empathy, effort to help or care for them.
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1. Introduction

Foster care is an increasingly popular type of substitute family care in the Czech
Republic. It is based on the considerable similarity of foster care with ordinary fami-
ly care. Like family care, foster care also offers long-term and regular (daily) contact
with persons representing parents in the normal living environment (flat, house). In
this way, foster care enables the child to establish a deep and strong relationship with
the foster parents and a physical environment that is practically identical to that of a
normal family. The living space, the daily routine and the nature of the relationships
are thus closer to the child's normal family life. All this is important for the child's
optimal development and the satisfaction of his/her basic needs in life, including so-
cial needs. However, despite all efforts, there are certain specificities in the behav-
iour, relationship to authority and rules of foster children.

This text describes how these specifics of children from foster families are per-
ceived by nursery schoolteachers.

2. Literature review

Substitute family care has undergone significant changes during its develop-
ment. The works of Matéjéek, Langmeier and Dytrych [5; 6; 8; 9; 10; 11; 12] were of
great importance. Already in the 1970s, they were intensively engaged in the psyche
of children from substitute care. They pointed out the unfavourable conditions of in-
stitutional care in infant institutions and orphanages and emphasized the need for an
intimate environment that allows the child to establish a firm and deep relationship
with the caring person. They emphasized that suitable conditions offer different
forms of substitute family care. However, the basic principles of foster care as we
know them today did not begin to take shape until after 1989.

! The forms of substitute family care are defined by Act Ne 89/2012 Sh. of the Civil Code. These include adoption,
foster care and guardianship with personal care.



Foster care can be defined as: «a form of substitute family care in which such
are placed children who cannot be taken care of personally by their parents for
short-term or potentially long-term reasons'» [16, p. 11]. The court decides on the
placement of the child in foster care. It is a «type of state-guaranteed and controlled
form of substitute family care» [4, p. 21]. Foster care is also terminated by the court's
decision. In addition to the possibility of a court decision, foster care ends when the
child reaches the age of majority (18 years), gets married or when the foster parent or
the child dies. In practice, we also encounter situations where the child expresses the
wish to remain with the foster parents even after reaching the age of majority. In such
a case, the child continues to receive an allowance to cover the child's needs and the
foster parents are remunerated until the child reaches the age of 26, i. e., similarly to
the case of ordinary family care [17].

Defining a foster family is not easy. A number of aspects enter into the issue
which prevent the creation of a clear definition. Koluchova & Matéjéek [5, p. 89]
perceive the foster family «as any other, that is, an extremely complex and dynamic
unit with its specific features and problemsy. Although this definition is outdated, it is
worth noting the emphasis on the similarities between foster and biological families.

According to Zezulova [19] a child goes through three phases after entering a
foster family. In [1] the getting-to-know-you phase, children seek security and strive
to anchor themselves in their new family. The child seeks a person who can meet his
or her needs. This period requires a great deal of patience from the foster family and
the child and limits frequent changes of environment (visits, etc.) to successfully ad-
just to new faces and new surroundings. For [2] the release phase, testing of set
boundaries is typical. One of the common phenomena of this phase is dependence on
the foster mother [3]. The acceptance phase is the imaginary end of the process. In
this phase, the child becomes acquainted with his / her new family, knows his / her
role and position in the new environment, and knows what to expect. If the child is
accepted by the family without reservation just the way he or she is, the child accepts
his or her new family and deep emotional relationships can be formed.

John Bowlby's attachment theory can be successfully applied to the situation of
finding and establishing a relationship between a child and foster parents. It is «an
innate system, inherent in humans and many mammals, which binds the young to the
parent or caregiver because they find security, reassurance, and support in their
proximity» [1]. Safe attachment is essential for successful foster parenting and
healthy child development [15]. This is typically found in situations where foster par-
ents meet the child's emotional and social needs and the child feels accepted, under-
stood, and valued. In the case of problematic acceptance of the child by the foster
carers, the bond between the child and the foster carers may become distant, ambiva-
lent, or disorganised. All three types of attachment present obstacles to the child's ad-
aptation to the foster family and complicate the child's continued functioning together
in the foster family.

! Foster care is defined in the Civil Code No. 89/2012 Sh., Section 958 to Section 970. Further regulation can be found
in the Act on Social Regulation of Children No. 359/ 1999 Sh. as amended.
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Despite the foster parents' best efforts to meet all the child's needs, to accept and
understand the child unconditionally, and to respect the child's specifics, experts de-
scribe some specifics in the behaviour of children from foster families. According to
[19], common manifestations of children include affective behaviour, purposeful be-
haviour, refusal of food or joint activities and sibling rivalry. The author states that
the child tries to show that he or she is dissatisfied with something or is unable to ex-
press him or herself in any other way. However, in addition to these common mani-
festations, it is possible to encounter more serious manifestations that may be the re-
sult of previous experience or the current situation in the foster family (especially in
response to an unsatisfactory relationship between the child and the foster parents). In
this context, Zezulova mentions developmental regression, deprivation symptoms,
problem behaviour (typically stealing, lying, or cheating) and affective behaviour.

A nursery schoolteacher may also encounter similar manifestations in a foster
child. It is difficult for a child to find a firm place in the family. Nursery school is an-
other new, unfamiliar environment for the child, to which he or she must adapt and
establish a firm position in the peer group H. Pazlarova [13] therefore recommends
that foster carers consider taking their child to nursery school*. According to Grohova
[2], these children may enter nursery school with a broken emotional attachment.
This may result in psychological deprivation or a weakened identity of the child. In
this regard, the KITS intervention seems to be beneficial for the child. It aims to sup-
port the child's emotional development, their ability to self-regulate behaviour, and
develop social skills and early academic skills necessary for success in nursery
school. Although it is a costly program, Lynch, Dickerson, Pears & Fisher [7] docu-
ment the high effectiveness of such resources.

The specifics of the child's behaviour mentioned above may affect the child's
socialisation process. Helus [3] refers to socialization as the process of an individual's
integration into relationships with people, social groups, society, or a socio-cultural
system. The possible effects of specifics in the behaviour of children from foster fam-
ilies can be seen in the child's relationship to the norms that are presented to him or
her. Vagnerova [18] adds that changes in socialisation cannot be seen only as a
change in external manifestations (behaviour), but also in internal manifestations
such as the child's self-concept and experience. From the social group, the child ex-
pects a certain disposition of characteristics that make him / her able to identify with
it and satisfy his / her needs [14]. Clearly, the peer group represents an important
frame of reference for the child.

3. Methodology

In 2021, research was conducted at Tomas Bata University in Zlin, Faculty of
Humanities, focusing on specific manifestations of children from foster families in
the nursery school environment

Research objectives and research issues

! In the Czech Republic, the child can enter nursery school from the age of two. Compulsory participation in pre-
primary education is in the last year before starting primary education. This system thus allows the start of pre-school
education to be postponed until the child's fifth year.



With regard to the focus of the research, the main objective was to explain se-
lected specific manifestations of children from foster families in the nursery school
environment.

The main objective was specified by the following sub-objectives:

— to describe the behaviour of a foster child towards a nursery schoolteacher;

— to reveal the relationships of children from foster families with their peers in
the nursery school environment;

— to analyse teachers' experience with children from foster families.

The main research question emerged from the research objectives: What are the
selected specific manifestations of children from foster families in nursery school?

The sub-objectives have been set as follows:

— how can the child's behaviour towards the nursery schoolteacher be character-
ized?

— what are the relationships between children from foster families and peers?

— what is the experience of teachers with children from foster families?

The Research Set

The research sample consisted of 5 nursery schoolteachers with professional ex-
perience with children from foster families. Due to data protection and the difficulty
In accessing teachers with the necessary experience, it was not easy to secure the nec-
essary participants. Therefore, the snowball method was used. Each participant was
informed of her anonymity and informed consent was obtained from her.

Next, we will briefly characterize the participating (P) of research.

P1: 12,5 years of experience in nursery school; experience with 2 children
from foster care (currently working with these children).

P2: 5 years of experience in nursery school; experience with 2 children from
foster care (currently working with these children).

P3 25 years of experience in nursery school; experience with 5 children from
foster care, currently working with 1 child.

P4 6 years of experience in nursery school; experience with 3 children from
foster care, currently working with 1 child.

P5 15 years of experience in nursery school; at least 1 child from foster care
in each year of his practice, currently working with 2 children.

Methods

An individual semi-structured interview was used for data collection. The inter-
view focused on the following areas:

— the general characteristics of a child in a foster family;

— the child's adaptation to nursery school,

— the child's functioning in the nursery school community;

— the authority of the nursery schoolteacher;

— the child's awareness of foster care.

Due to the pandemic situation, it was necessary to use remote communication
(Skype and Messenger) to conduct the interviews. According to the participants' pos-
sibilities and willingness, video chat was preferred to better capture the manifesta-
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tions of nonverbal communication. The length of each interview ranged from 20 to
30 minutes.
The collected data were analysed through open coding method.

4. Results

The analysis of the collected data revealed four main categories, which were fur-
ther subdivided into related subcategories (figure 1). In the following lines, each cat-
egory will be thoroughly described.

Specific

. Causes of Family as a The experience
behavioural : e .
T behaviour sensitive topic of teachers
| - - o | Rejection of
Aggressive Child's past the topic
\ J \ J \ J
| ) L[ Personality ) ( 1
—  Defiant of the foster At‘ﬁgigt'incg
) parent P
| | Tendency to Ignorance of
care the situation
\ y, \ y,

Fig. 1. Diagram of categories and subcategories

Specific behavioural manifestations

Aggressive behaviour

From the teachers' testimonies it emerged that they most often encounter mani-
festations of aggressive behaviour among children in foster care. According to the
teachers, these manifestations were related to the child's previous experience or re-
sulted from a change in the child's life situation — his / her entry into a foster family.
Aggressive manifestations occurred during spontaneous play or were a reaction to a
required change in activity, in which the child wanted to continue. Impulsive and ex-
plosive behaviour was observed in conflict situations with other children, sometimes
even in relation to teachers. Verbal aggression, kicking, scratching, or biting appeared
towards the teachers. «He expressed himself only by beating someone, punching
someone, breaking something, throwing something around, verbally. Whatever the
teacher wanted him, he only did was kicking, scratching, biting the teacher» (P5). In
this particular case, it was a response to a change in the situation in the family. The
biological mother had applied to have custody reinstated. Those manifestations be-
came intense after every contact with the mother. Other teachers also mentioned the
children's aggressive behaviour. It can be assumed that in most cases they were a



means of releasing psychological tension or were a manifestation of an unsocialized
attempt to communicate with others in the class.

Defiant Behaviour

Children's defiance was most often manifested in the areas of disrespect for rules
and norms, willingness to cooperate with the teacher, and in eating. «She is very |
would say almost like defiant and doesn't want to cooperate» (P4). Teachers men-
tioned a link with situations where the child felt the need to draw attention to himself
or herself by public defiance or to define himself or herself against the teacher's au-
thority. In the case of refusal of food, the teachers attributed the cause to a protest
against a certain situation (either in relation to the child's overall situation and
his / her placement in a foster family or directly in relation to attendance at the nurse-
ry school).

Tendency to care

An interesting manifestation that was often mentioned by the teachers was the
tendency of the child to care for other, especially younger children in the class group.
Regardless of the relationship he or she expressed with the older children or the
teacher, they were affectionate towards the younger children, helping and defending
them. For example, Teacher P1 stated that in her experience, children from foster
families «tend to look after the younger children, help those childreny. «he was total-
ly welcoming younger children, he would even hug them, sometimes too much. His
warmth was great on this side» (P5). In some cases, the condition was not the young-
er age, but situations where another child was sad: «...he is overly empathetic, if
someone is sad he goes to ask why or what actually happened» (P5).

Causes of behaviour

According to the participants, the teachers see the causes of these behaviours in
two areas: The first is the children's previous experience in their biological family.
Often these were children of parents addicted to alcohol or drugs, children who had
experienced neglect, abuse, or various forms of threat to child development through
inappropriate behavioural patterns. Teachers cited the children's reaction to the cur-
rent change in their life situation as another cause. This was most often the placement
of the child in a foster family, change of foster parent or contact with the biological
parent.

Child's past

In their accounts, participants had problems with children coming from drug ad-
dicted families, a child abandoned in a baby box who also spent time in an orphan-
age, a socially neglected child, or a child whose current foster care was changing.
Most of these children exhibited aggressive behaviour, which I will discuss under the
category of Specific Behavioural Manifestations. «Absolutely horrible fate. Dumped
in a baby box. Then she took him back and after maybe six months she put him in an
infant home. He was just dumped like twice. Just the deprivation was like a signifi-
cant one» (P1). As a consequence of these changes, the participant even inferred psy-
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chological deprivation, which, according to the participant, is common among institu-
tionalized children (note: this is an assumption by the teacher, not a statement by a
psychology expert). «Mother a drug addict. She travelled around the country with the
boys living in different facilities. The boy stabilized after that. The mother reapplied
for the child and the boy went completely off the rails. Behaviour changed» (P5).

Sychrova, in her research on the pedagogical aspects of substitute family care,
also sees the causes of aggressive and verbal assault as a previous experience of insti-
tutional education.

Personality of the foster parent

According to the participants, the person who takes care of the child is of great
Importance. Grandparents were the most frequently mentioned foster parents in our
research. Placements with long-term and temporary foster carers were less common.
In the case of grandparents, participants reported a poor experience and suspicion of
providing poor quality parenting to the child. These included loose parenting, poor
rule setting, lack of development and problems with excusing foster children. «Very
loose parenting by the grandmother. She does not set rules. I think there is a problem
with her as if from the home environment» (P4). «1 don't think that's where the devel-
opment is happening. Probably because she is older she does not have as much time,
energy, maybe the desire to work with these kids. The excuses were strange. She was
always having problems, difficulties» (P1).

Similar findings were also reached by Vanderfaeillie et al. In their study they re-
ported that foster carers' choice of poor parenting strategies promotes the emergence
of problem behaviour. Thus, it was the failure of the foster carers, through their inap-
propriate punishments or inexperience in dealing with problem behaviour, which con-
tributed to the increase in the foster child's internal problem behaviour.

Family as a sensitive topic

The topic of family is a common and necessary one in early childhood educa-
tion. However, for children with negative family experience, this topic can be prob-
lematic. Teachers experienced a reaction of refusal to cooperate when the topic of
family was included. For some children, however, the topic of family was not a prob-
lem and they talked openly about their experience. Teachers also often worked with
children who were not yet informed about their family situation.

Rejection

Many children refused to talk about their family and their experience in the fam-
ily environment or to do any activity related to the topic of family (thematic drawing,
making gifts for parents, etc.). «He didn't mention the family at all. The only one he
mentioned was his brother» (P5). If they did talk about family, the children's mood
visibly changed. «When we spoke about the topic of family she was obviously down-
cast» (P1).



Accepting the topic

Some children were willing to talk openly about their biological and foster fami-
ly without any obvious signs of embarrassment, insecurity, sadness, or other uncom-
fortable feelings. They even routinely used the term ‘'mummy' when addressing their
foster carers. «She responds well to it, the child herself said she was from the baby
house» (P2).

Ignorance of the situation

For some children, teachers encountered a situation where the child did not yet
have information about their family situation or did not yet fully understand it. The
teacher has to be very careful in such a situation. Only the legal guardian or foster
parent has the right to tell the child this information and the teacher must respect their
decision.

The experience of teachers

During the interviews, the teachers reported various experience with foster chil-
dren to which they had to respond and adapt their work to the situation. The more
experienced participants were aware of the need to work not only with the foster
child but with the whole class. This required specific reactions of these children that
were unusual for other children. Thus, teachers had to actively contribute to the inte-
gration of children from foster families into the classroom community and help other
children to understand the manifestations of these children.

Teachers also mentioned the need for close contact with children from foster
families. Although in various situations they were aggressive, refused to work and
showed disagreement with the rules, there was a marked need for physical contact,
caresses, and cuddles, although they often forced this attention in inappropriate ways.
In some cases, the child even developed a very close relationship with the teacher: «If
| exaggerate it, she loves me, if I come she hugs me. Every day she asks my colleague
when | am coming» (P2).

Teachers often mentioned the experience of children who had been removed
from their biological parents. These children came with a history of drug addicted
parents. This, according to the teachers, often manifested itself in specific reactions of
an aggressive or rejecting type.

5. Conclusion

The main aim of this paper was to explain selected specific manifestations of
children from foster families in the nursery school environment. The research showed
that although children from foster families perceive the teacher as an authority, they
often react with specific behaviours. The most common manifestations include ag-
gressive or rejecting behaviour of the child. Some of the children clung strongly to
the teacher's manifestations of affection. There were inconsistent reactions towards
other children: In the case of children of the same age or older, aggressive expres-
sions and conflicts were frequent, while towards younger children and children who
were currently sad, the children from foster families showed a very positive and
warm relationship with a tendency to care for and help these children. Overall, the
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teachers' experience with children from foster families in the nursery school were
positive. They approach the children's unwanted expressions with understanding and
similarly help the other children in the class to understand the expressions of these
children. In this way, they make a significant contribution to the successful integra-
tion of foster children into the peer group and thus help them to overcome barriers
arising from their life situation and life experience.
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