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Using Brain Science to Design the Classroom Environment for Holistic 

Development  

Dr Kathryn Murray (Australia) 

In this presentation, we discussed the importance of accommodating the needs of the brain when 

designing and creating your learning environment for young children. 

We considered the integration of the built environment, the development of young children’s brains, the 

influence of trauma and how the spaces and places we spend our time in each day shape learning. 

 

The Brain-SET Environments Formula© empowers teachers and children to learn in their own time and 

access each space in their own way. Success in academic areas is experienced along with many soft skills 

such as solution finding, decision making, collaboration and resilience by connecting the sense of safety, 

feelings of belonging to cognition.  

As Arnold Bennett once said: ‘There can be no knowledge without emotions. To the cognition of the brain, 

must be added the experience of the soul.’ 

 

 

 

Think about the spaces you have in your room and 

identify areas that connect to the brain stem, limbic 

system and neocortex. 
 

 

 

 

 

What are the elements from the 3 pillars of Brain-SET that promote a sense of safety and security in your 

room? 

 

How do the spaces create experiences that are memorable? 

 

What has been included to ensure that the spaces are intentional and purposeful? 

 

How have you invited the children into the space? 

 

What open ended materials have been included? 

 
Remember for wellbeing and learning: “A calm brain is a thinking brain” – Dr. Kathryn Murray.   

 

My best wishes for the continued development of your learning environment. 

 

If you would like further information about my Brain-SET training or consulting, please reach out to my team and I 

for a conversation about how we can best support you. 
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Learning Begins with Play 
We need to get serious about play since it’s one of the most important 
ways young children learn. Yet the current focus on the three Rs is 
depriving children of the play-based learning that helps them develop 
key traits like empathy, creativity and the ability to solve problems. Many 
preschool teachers know this, but parents often have to be persuaded.  

So, we encourage them to take tips from experts like Dr. Paul 
Ramchandani, who works at Cambridge University as Lego’s first 
professor of play. His prescription for later success in school and life is 
to let the children play. 

 
Link: 
https://www.cdacouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Let-the-Children-
Play.pdf?utm_source=nhsa_partners_at_play_newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_
campaign=let_the_children_play&utm_id=awareness 
  
 
 

 
 
 
 

6 / 250

https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdacouncil.org%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2022%2F03%2FLet-the-Children-Play.pdf%3Futm_source%3Dnhsa_partners_at_play_newsletter%26utm_medium%3Demail%26utm_campaign%3Dlet_the_children_play%26utm_id%3Dawareness&data=05%7C01%7CLoriA%40cdacouncil.org%7C6f8eafaf0c5d46c9976208da7489688b%7C8ddb4810583440f3a3eed7b448d4e511%7C0%7C0%7C637950430756619689%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=sdAhd2pDDrm3RVVJzpzHEoJsgxZdo9Se4ZA8rcAhbj0%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdacouncil.org%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2022%2F03%2FLet-the-Children-Play.pdf%3Futm_source%3Dnhsa_partners_at_play_newsletter%26utm_medium%3Demail%26utm_campaign%3Dlet_the_children_play%26utm_id%3Dawareness&data=05%7C01%7CLoriA%40cdacouncil.org%7C6f8eafaf0c5d46c9976208da7489688b%7C8ddb4810583440f3a3eed7b448d4e511%7C0%7C0%7C637950430756619689%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=sdAhd2pDDrm3RVVJzpzHEoJsgxZdo9Se4ZA8rcAhbj0%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdacouncil.org%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2022%2F03%2FLet-the-Children-Play.pdf%3Futm_source%3Dnhsa_partners_at_play_newsletter%26utm_medium%3Demail%26utm_campaign%3Dlet_the_children_play%26utm_id%3Dawareness&data=05%7C01%7CLoriA%40cdacouncil.org%7C6f8eafaf0c5d46c9976208da7489688b%7C8ddb4810583440f3a3eed7b448d4e511%7C0%7C0%7C637950430756619689%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=sdAhd2pDDrm3RVVJzpzHEoJsgxZdo9Se4ZA8rcAhbj0%3D&reserved=0
cdacouncil.org


YOUR GUIDE TO RAISING
SUCCESSFUL & CONFIDENT CHILDREN

THROUGH THE POWER OF PLAY

J o u r n e y  T h r o u g h  P l a y

b r o u g h t  t o  y o u  b y

a n d
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Welcome to a  Journey Through Play. . .
 

Play is  often looked at  as  an after-thought.  You may have
often heard people say ‘when you f in ish your  work,  then

you can go and play' .  
 

The very nature of  th is  statement suggests  that  play is
second best ,  t r iv ial  or  less important.  However th is  could

not be further  from the truth.  
 

Play is  s imple,  yet  profound.  
 

I t  is  the foundat ion upon which our  brain architecture
starts  to evolve,  and i t  is  the root  process for  our  learning

when we are young.  
 

As the quote from Dr Jack Shonkoff  says,  ‘ ’The most
successful  adults  maintain the abi l i ty  to play’ ’ .

 
The integrat ion of  play into our  l ives on a regular  basis

supports  our  very being,  our  essence and our  true
authent ic  selves.  I t  leads to greater  joy and happiness.  I t

also creates a  r ipple effect  of  posit ive energy and
connect ion that  impacts every person we touch.

Play More, Be More

J o u r n e y  T h r o u g h  P l a y
C o p y r i g h t  J T P  2 0 2 2 8 / 250
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What is play and why is it so important?

Play is  a  natural ,  innate state of  mind that  our  chi ldren master  in  their  dai ly  l ives.  I t  is  as
natural  as  sleeping,  eat ing or  dr inking -  an evolved biological  process that  has surv ived
evolut ion.  When you come across something playful ,  the neurons in  your  midbrain spark up
a connect ion which then f lows across al l  areas of  the brain.  The best  way to understand i t
is  v ia  i ts  impact.  I t  shapes our  brain,  i t  is  instrumental  in  key l i fe  processes,  and i t  is  a
gateway to self-expression and the discovery of  who we truly  are.  

For  young chi ldren,  play is  an enjoyable dai ly  act iv i ty ,  i t  is  the
language of  conf idence,  the vehicle for  stress-free learning
and the embodiment of  joy.  A l i fe  devoid of  play can lead to
many di f f icult  s i tuat ions especial ly  later  in  l i fe  such as
anxiety,  communicat ion issues,  stress-related disorders and
other  major  health r isks such as depression.

Why is  play important?  Amongst  other  th ings,  i t  orchestrates learning.  I t  is  the means
through which chi ldren connect  their  exper iences and interact ions of  their  world in  a
meaningful  way to them, support ing the emotional ,  mental  and cognit ive development of  the
brain and the physical  and social  wellbeing of  the chi ld.  I t  does this  by posit ively  re inforc ing
brain patterns,  developing muscle memory and opt imis ing the learning process.  As th is  is
being created in  a  joyful  state,  the connect ion pathways are even deeper,  support ing long-
term memory and recall .

I t  is  cr i t ical  that  when a chi ld plays that  they f i rst ly  feel  safe and secure in  their  environment
before they intr ins ical ly  challenge their  capabi l i t ies  and further  their  learning.

J o u r n e y  T h r o u g h  P l a y
C o p y r i g h t  J T P  2 0 2 2

Top Tip -  You can help to create a  safe and secure play environment for  chi ldren by
providing them with age appropr iate resources l inked to their  interests,  and posit ive
language and role modell ing from adults ,  including consistent  boundar ies and
expectat ions.

Chi ldren are accomplished and natural  experts  in
assessing their  own intel l igence and capabil i t ies.  To
support  them on their  d iscovery and explorat ion paths
within play,  adults  need to tune into our  chi ldren’s
voices,  behaviours,  moods,  body language and
expressions.
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What are the stages of play?

There are several  typical  stages in  your  chi ldren's  journey through play that  they pass
through dur ing their  f i rst  f ive years.  We have l isted a few below that  ref lect  key
development changes.

Unoccupied Play (Birth to 3  months)  -  At  th is  point
chi ldren exhibit  a  lot  of  body movement (arms,  legs
etc. )  and are discover ing their  how their  body moves.

Onlooker  Play (2 years)  –  Chi ldren watch other’s  play
but  do not  play with them.

Parallel  Play (2+ years)  –  Chi ldren at  th is  stage play
alongside or  near  others but  do not  play with them.

Associat ive Play (3  -  4  years)  –  Chi ldren interact  with
others dur ing play,  but  not  to a  degree that  they are
ful ly  comfortable with i .e .  playing in  related act iv i t ies
close by.

Cooperat ive Play (4+ years)  –  Chi ldren play with each
other  when they are interested in  the act iv i ty  and the
other  chi ldren they are playing with.

In  al l  of  these stages of  play,  your  connect ion and presence is  cr i t ical  for  chi ldren to feel
safe and secure.  This  wi l l  support  them in being able to create a  relaxed state of  mind and
allowing them to ful ly  embody and exper ience the act iv i ty ,  your  presence,  their
environment,  and any interact ions.  

J o u r n e y  T h r o u g h  P l a y
C o p y r i g h t  J T P  2 0 2 2

Sol i tary  Play (3  months -  2  years)  –  This  is  when
chi ldren are happy to play on their  own.

Top Tip -  Make t ime to create 'micro play'  opportunit ies  within your  day,  even i f  only
for  10 minutes a  day,  that  are centred around a chi ld 's  interests.  This  wi l l  support
them in bui lding their  self-conf idence and self-esteem and encouraging them to
develop a can-do att i tude.  
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What are the different play types?

The stages of  play in  a  chi ld 's  journey are said to be accompanied by 16 di f ferent  play types
(Credit :  Bob Hughes,  Taxonomy of  Play) .  These are the behaviours that  adults  can observe in
chi ldren when they are playing.  

Learning about  the physical  world -  Creat ive Play,  Exploratory
Play,  Mastery Play and Object  Play.

Learning about  myself  and how to be in  the world -
Communicat ion Play,  Dramatic  Play,  Role Play,  Social  Play and
Socio-dramatic  Play.  

Learning about  my body and l imits  -  Locomotor Play,  Rough
and Tumble Play

Learning about  what  i t  is  to be human -  Deep Play,  Fantasy
Play,  Imaginat ive Play,  Recapitulat ive Play and Symbol ic  Play.  

When adults  understand and value play they become more
able to recognise and appreciate the granular i ty  of  play
through i t 's  play types and play personal i t ies  and the hol ist ic
benef i ts  Play br ings.   

While th is  guide focuses on the importance of  understanding
what play is  and observing what  chi ldren are doing in  their
play,  i t 's  also important  to recognise the di f ferent  types of
play behaviours needed to ra ise a  conf ident  chi ld.  By doing so
you can support  chi ldren's  hol ist ic  development through
providing wide-ranging exper iences that  encompass var ious
dif ferent  types of  play and interests.

J o u r n e y  T h r o u g h  P l a y
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The 16 play types f i t  into four  categor ies:

Top Tip -  By understanding of  the di f ferent  types of  play,  you wil l  be able to
respond (serve and return)  to chi ldren's  play in  a  meaningful  way that  fol lows their
interests  and enables you to meet them where they are at .  
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What are the different Play Personalities?

Most of  us have more than one play personal i ty  but  generally  one wil l  be more prominent.
By using our  knowledge of  our  most  prominent  one,  people can recognise what  motivates
them and subsequently  what  act iv i t ies  natural ly  interest  and excite  them. 

J o u r n e y  T h r o u g h  P l a y
C o p y r i g h t  J T P  2 0 2 2

After  decades of  research,  Dr  Stuart  Brown created 8 di f ferent  Play Personal i t ies.  In  h is  book he
mentions that  by f i rst  understanding our  own play personal i ty ,  we can subsequently  support  our
engagement with chi ldren as we have a deeper understanding on how we are wired ourselves.
This  supports  us in  being playful  in  a  sustained,  support ive,  informed and happy manner.  

The 8 Play Personal i t ies  are:

Collector  -  Someone who is  excited to obtain and maintain a  collect ion
of  objects  or  exper iences that  interest  them. 

Director  -  They take a lead role in  organis ing,  planning and execut ing events such as plays,
part ies  or  group games.   

Top Tip -  Think back to when you were a chi ld.  What would you do for  hours on end
and never  become t i red of?  What act iv i t ies  excited you and brought you that  feel ing
of  fun? Now think,  how can you br ing more play into your  l i fe  as an adult?  

By integrat ing more play into dai ly  l i fe ,  that  is  l inked to yours and chi ldren's  play
personal i t ies,  you wil l  unlock what  br ings joy to you and them through engaging and
developing natural  interests  and approaches to play and learning.

Competi tor  -  Games with rules and points,  both in  person or  v i r tually ,
is  a  key dr iver  for  them and they l ike to play to win.

Creator/Art ist  -  Their  focus for  is  to create something.  This  could be
something new or  reworking an exist ing creat ion.

Explorer  -  They enjoy f inding new,  di f ferent  and excit ing things,  e i ther
emotionally ,  physical ly  or  mentally .  

Joker  -  They love to make people laugh and smile through tel l ing jokes,  funny impressions
and engaging in  a  nonsensical  style of  play.

Kinesthete -  They are constantly  on the move and act ively  seek opportunit ies  to add
movement into their  play for  example through running,  walk ing,  or  dancing.

Storytel ler  -  Creat ing an imaginat ive world out  of  almost  any act iv i ty  or  context  is  a  key
feature for  them. 
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How can I support children's play?

By observing chi ldren in  their  play,  we can gain essent ial
information in  to their  interests,  motives,  behaviours and
emotions.  We can then use this  information to ident i fy  tr iggers,
patterns and approaches to play (stages of  play,  play types and
Play Personal i t ies)  and in  turn gain a  deeper understanding of  the
chi ld and their  approach to play.  

J o u r n e y  T h r o u g h  P l a y
C o p y r i g h t  J T P  2 0 2 2

I f  chi ldren know you are happy for  them to play,  they wil l  enjoy i t  more.  Some of  the best
things you can do is  to give the chi ldren t ime and space to play,  understand that  they may
make a mess and they may or  may not  want  you to play with them. Your  observat ional  sk i l ls
wil l  be key in  recognis ing and responding to what  the chi ldren need from you to support  and
extend their  play.  

Why is  observat ion so important?

Top Tip -  Observat ion sk i l ls  can also be used to support  a  chi ld 's  posit ive behaviour.
By observing what  may have tr iggered any adverse behaviour,  as  well  as  patterns in
behaviour,  you wil l  be better  placed to intervene or  guide the chi ld to minimise
repeat  occurences of  any undesirable behaviour.  

P ick  a  t ime in  which chi ldren are happily  playing independently  of  you as th is  wi l l  ensure that
their  play choices are natural  and not  guided or  inf luenced by you.

How do I  observe chi ldren playing?

Look at  not  just  what  they have chosen to play with,  but  how they play with i t .  Do they focus on
a s ingle act iv i ty  or  toy for  a  long per iod of  t ime or  do they move between di f ferent  toys and
act iv i t ies?  Do they use their  toys in  the same way each t ime they play with them or  do they f ind
new ways in  which to use them?

Also observe their  interact ions and use of  language within their  play.  Do they look for  or  seek
guidance and direct ion? Do they play alongside or  with others?  Do they invi te  others into their
play and i f  so how do they do this?  How do they communicate with others?  Do they use verbal
or  non-verbal  cues?

By start ing with these quest ions,  you wil l  then be able to use this  knowledge to further
enhance and extend their  play.  

13 / 250

http://www.joureythroughplay.com/
http://www.joureythroughplay.com/


How can I enhance the children's play?

J o u r n e y  T h r o u g h  P l a y
C o p y r i g h t  J T P  2 0 2 2

I t  is  important  to remember that ,  whi le  play in  essence is  a  chi ld 's  work,  as  adults  we have a
crucial  role to play in  chi ldren's  journey through play.  While chi ldren may not  always want us
to jo in in  with their  play,  there are many ways in  which we can st i l l  enhance and add to
chi ldren's  exper iences and environment to provide them with a  var iety  of  opportunit ies  that
support  their  hol ist ic  development.  

3  ways in  which you can enhance chi ldren's  play:

Top Tip -  Provide opportunit ies  for  chi ldren to use their  problem-solv ing sk i l ls  by
encouraging them to use the same resources in  di f ferent  ways.  Support  them by
asking open-ended quest ions that  role-model  language and support  their  thought
processes.  These can be great  teachable moments.

Environment:  Al lowing a chi ld t ime and space in  which to play is
cr i t ical  as  play develops according to the environment i t  is
taking place within.  Create an environment that  enables free
play,  choices and l inks to the chi ldren's  interests.  Also look at
how play can be brought into elements of  everyday l i fe  and
invite  chi ldren to jo in in  with th is  for  example can you turn
t idying up into a playful  exper ience by seeing who can collect
and return 4 toys f i rst?

Act ions:  Follow chi ldren's  lead and resist  the urge to direct  their  play.  This  wi l l  enable
them to explore and discover  in  their  own way.  Look for  cues from the chi ldren that  they
want you to jo in in  with their  play and accept  their  inv i tat ion when you can.  Cues can be
both verbal  and non-verbal  such as a  look,  gesture or  handing you an object .  I f  you aren't
able to jo in in  with their  play,  provide them with a  reason why to support  their
understanding and also let  them know when you may be able to jo in in.

Language:  The language and words that  we use can support  in  providing a chi ld not  just
with the reassurance that  they need in  their  play,  but  also help to boost  their  conf idence
and resi l ience.  Furthermore,  by providing a language-r ich environment th is  wi l l  further
enhance their  language sk i l ls  and abi l i ty  to be conf ident  communicators.  For  example,
when jo in ing in  with play,  repeat  back what  they say,  share your  thoughts and add new
words.  These interact ions wil l  support  chi ldren in  honing and extending their  language.  
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There is  clearly  a  lot  going on in  the world of  play.  We are cont inually  processing and
assimilat ing information based on chi ldren's  interact ions,  exper iences and safety  within their
play environments and creat ing connect ions and bonds that  lead to learning through play.  This
enables chi ldren to feel  a  sense of  achievement and conf idence,  with a  natural  dr ive to move
on to further  challenges when ready.

In the early  stages of  development,  in  the f i rst  few years of  our  l ives,  our  brain develops
rapidly,  creat ing more than a mil l ion new neural  connect ions every second.  Our brain’s
architecture forms rapidly  and by the t ime our  chi ldren are 3 years old their  brain has reached
80%  of  i ts  adult  capacity  and 90%  of  i ts  adult  capacity  by 5 years old.

Dur ing this  t ime i t  is  v i tal  to nurture and support  chi ldren’s  state of
mind to play and grow.  We can do this  by creat ing engaging
posit ive qual i ty  exper iences which are diverse,  fol lowing the chi ld’s
interests  and support ing their  learning through play especial ly
dur ing cr i t ical  neural  growth spurts  in  those early  years.

Support  chi ldren by encouraging posit ive language,  being present  and not ic ing and being
responsive to their  play.  In  turn this  wi l l  create a  growth mindset,  equi l ibr ium, diverse
exper iences and most  importantly  opportunit ies  to have enjoyment.  This  al lows chi ldren to
form foundat ional  transferrable sk i l ls  and disposit ions including trust ,  independence,  cur iosi ty ,
conf idence,  playfulness,  engagement,  responsibi l i ty ,  perseverance and more.

J o u r n e y  T h r o u g h  P l a y
C o p y r i g h t  J T P  2 0 2 2

Summary

Top Tip -  Have fun!  F ind opportunit ies  to share interests  and act iv i t ies  that
br ing enjoyment and laughter  to everyone involved.  

Have you ever  wondered why a chi ld wants to read the same book
t ime and t ime again or  play with the same toy? They are developing
their  natural  interests,  cur iosi ty ,  explorat ion and creat iv i ty .  By
taking this  learning to the next  level  ( for  example by adding
dif ferent  textures/mediums or  di f ferent  challenges to the same
situat ion) ,  they then move into another  level  of  learning.  Further,
because they were enjoying the play exper ience and learning
through repet i t ion i t  wi l l  remain in  their  memory and support  their
higher  execut ive funct ion sk i l ls  into the future.
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J o u r n e y  T h r o u g h  P l a y
C o p y r i g h t  J T P  2 0 2 2

We created this guide to help you best optimise play activities in
order to help children thrive and grow long-term.

Through understanding children's journey through play, you will be
able to pause, reflect and support their interests and passions, a key

criteria for lifelong learning, transferable skills and most
importantly of all: self-esteem.

Thank you

16 / 250

http://www.joureythroughplay.com/


Now that you have begun your journey through the world of play, we would love to invite
you to register to receive regular updates on our Journey Through Play programmes and

resources including our new online course.

Rekha Bassi is a child development and play expert with over 20
years of experience working with families and school-aged children.
Rekha and her team have supported over half a million children
through her wraparound childcare settings in the UK. She is the
Founder of The Gap Club as well as Journey Through Play® an
online play & learning program which helps children and parents
engage in more meaningful play together, supporting lifelong
emotional and social development and wellbeing.

ABOUT US AND NEXT STEPS

Click to join

Natasha Majeed is a highly qualified and experienced manager in
early years and playwork. She has worked alongside Rekha at The
Gap Club for over 14 years supporting the company in providing
high quality childcare. She has completed her Qualified Teacher
Status, Level 3 in Playwork and her Level 6 Early Years Professional
Status and these all guide her balanced perspective on the
combined benefits of play, learning and education. 

O u r  b r a n d  n e w  o n l i n e  c o u r s e  t o  h e l p  c h i l d r e n
P l a y  –  E x p l o r e  –  C o n n e c t  –  G r o w

H e l p i n g  y o u  n u r t u r e  c h i l d r e n  t o  b e :

C o m i n g  s o o n …

Imaginative
Nourished
Self-Assured
Physical
Inquisitive
Resourceful
Engaged
Dynamic
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During term-time or school holidays, it’s important to find a way to balance children’s screen-time 
with other activities, but finding screen-free ideas they will enjoy can sometimes be a challenge.  
 
Encourage your child’s imaginative and creative skills with quick and easy activities that can be set 
up using everyday materials and objects from around the home.  This handout also includes how 
to get smart with your child’s screen-time, and top tips for a screen-free day of play. 
 
 
 

 

 

Follow my leader – the more positive examples children have from how 

adults limit their screen time, the more likely they are to follow, so think 

about how and when you use your phone, digital tablet, or TV. If you’re 

negotiating screen time allowances, be sure to include yourself in that too! 

Don’t be fearful of boredom – it’s fine for children to have ‘nothing to do’ 

and there’s a lot of science to back up the benefits of this and how boredom 

can stimulate creativity, imagination, independence, and problem solving. 

Be patient, and hold your nerve – children are great at finding things to do 

on their own. 

Plan ahead – discuss and agree as a family when your screen-free days will 

be, and get children thinking ahead about what their day might look like, 

what they (and you!) will do that doesn’t involve screens. It might all seem 

a little strange at first, but as screen-free days become more familiar, they 

will also become a more regular feature of family life too. 

Resources – it’s always worth having a few resources available for your 
child, so put together a small box of everyday items that become your 
child’s ‘go to’ box for their free play. Here’s some ideas of items you might 
want to include: 

 
Large piece of white paper Coloured & white card/paper  Cardboard  Buttons 

Crayons/pencils  Sticky back plastic (contact paper)  Empty shoe box  Jar Lids 

Cling film   Sticky tape    Ziplock bags  Bottle cap 

Sticky notes   Scissors     Marker pens 

Chalks   Rubber bands    Paper plates 

Paper clips   Glue     Kitchen towel 

Empty jam jar  Marshmallows    Empty milk bottles 

Wooden clothes pegs  Cardboard tubes    Pieces of felt/material  

 

TOP TIPS FOR A SCREEN-FREE DAY OF PLAY 

EVERYDAY SCREEN-FREE PLAY THE EASY WAY 

Supporting Parents Every Step On The Way 
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Technology and screen time are part of everyday family life, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be 
meaningful and stimulating. Here are some great ways for families to get smart with screen time: 

• Choose screen activities which have educational interactivity rather than just ones for 
pure entertainment. For example games which require decision- making, determination, 
and tenacity, e.g. which way to turn, where to place the next block, progression through 
increasingly difficult layers; or games where virtual worlds are created by responding to  
concerns of key characters. 
 

• Make screen-time interactive between family members - sit with your child for at least 
part of the time they’re playing a game on screen, and encourage feedback and 
conversation such as “I wonder how we could move the square to the other side” or “Whose 
turn is it next?” 

 

• Watch TV programmes together if not for the whole time, then at least part of it. Family 
movie nights work well - watch a film together then talk afterwards about what you did 
or didn’t enjoy. Encourage each other to justify what you’re saying, so if someone says I 
didn’t like character x, ask them what it was about the character they didn’t like. This is a 
great activity for nurturing children’s critical thinking skills. 
 

• Help children make good choices about their screen time just as they would make 
good choices about food for a healthy, balanced diet. Younger children: use straws or 
lollipop sticks where each item is exchanged for say half an hour of screen time. Older 
children: talk about what they think is a reasonable amount of screen time, then 
negotiate using questions to reach a time allowance you are generally happy with. 
Remember to give positive feedback and praise when children keep to allowances and 
make good decisions about screen time. 
 

• Balance it out - think about how screen time is balanced out with other activities, e.g. 

one hour of screen time may be balanced out with one hour (or perhaps two) of screen-

free activities. Build screen time around screen-free family activities, not the other way 

round. 

 

• Be snack aware – try not to make snacks available during screen use, but if you do, think 
carefully about a child’s overall diet plan, and make the snacks as healthy as possible. 
 

• Sleep – protect sleep time by making sure at least the last hour before bedtime is screen-
free. 

 
 
 
 

BE SMART WITH SCREEN-TIME 
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Other suggestions for smart screen use include: 
 

• Taking the tech outdoors by using it for family activities which stimulate interaction such 
as Geocaching, Making a video, or Stargazing.  
 

• Using apps which help make the connection between online and the real world with 
something they enjoy e.g. Foldify to create animals online then print, cut, and fold to play 
with them in real life; or Quiver where drawings on paper come to life as they are animated 
through augmented reality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are so many screen-free activities which require little or no planning, and very few 
resources other than items you have around your home such as those listed above. Many of the 
activities here also tap into children’s natural imagination and creativity, and support the 
development of areas such as maths, literacy, science, critical thinking, and communication 
skills, so they’re learning as they have fun! 
 
 
 
 
 
You will need: piece of paper and a pencil 

 
Have your child draw around their own hand and yours. Cut out the shapes then walk around the 
house measuring ‘how many hands’ particular objects are, comparing the difference between 
adult and child sized hands.  

 

 
 
 
 

12 EASY SCREEN-FREE ACTIVITIES CHILDREN WILL LOVE 

How many hands? 
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You will need: observation skills 

 
What colour is today going to be – red, blue, yellow, green? You decide!  
Now to explore your day in that colour… let’s say the colour green is chosen. You could: 
 

• Collect items from around the house which are green 

• Eat green food 

• Look for green insects or animals 

• Take a photograph of green flowers 

• Paint a green picture 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Enjoy your day of colour. What colour will tomorrow be? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
You will need: plain paper, toy animals (or whatever objects your child chooses), and a sunny day!  
 

Place the paper on a flat surface outside and arrange the objects  
around the edge of the paper. As the shadows are cast, trace the  
shadows made.  Create a fuller picture by adding in other details. 
 

Extend the activity by creating a shadow puppet theatre. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Explore your day in colour 

   

Shadow Art 

 
fingernailideas.com 
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You will need: an old book or magazine 
 
This is a really fun way to get children using words to create art. In its  
simplest form, just choose a page of an old book (preferably one you don’t 
mind being written in), select a paragraph and start to black out words with 
a marker pen. Leave behind words to create a new sentence or piece of  
prose. 
 
More creative flair can be added to this activity by creating shapes and  
patterns through blacking out larger chunks of words. Go create! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
You will need: kitchen paper towel, marker pens, water 
 

1. Take one piece of paper towel and fold it in half. Now cut this in half so you have two small 
squares, one behind the other, of the same size.  
 

2. Take your marker pens and draw an outline of a picture on the top layer of the paper. Some 
of the ink will come through to the piece of kitchen towel underneath but that’s fine.  
 

3. Now fold back the top piece and colour in the outline on the second piece. A rainbow is one 
of the easiest things to draw to start off with.  
 

4. Next, put some water in a wide bowl, then place the kitchen paper gently into the water. As 
the water soaks into the paper it looks like the colours of the rainbow have appeared by 
magic! 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Be a Blackout Poet 

 

Magic Paper Towel Art 
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You will need: coloured circles of card (or cushions if you don’t have card) 
 

Place cut out, brightly coloured circles of card around the room.  
The idea is to move around walking only on the circles – everything 
else is lava, so watch out!  The twist comes when there is a race to 
‘rescue’ particular items that have also been placed close to the 
lava – this might be words or numbers (if your child is learning 
these), or perhaps food items which make up a favourite treat! 

 
Photo credit: themanylittlejoys.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Treasure Hunts are enjoyed by children of all ages, but sometimes even the more traditional 
games benefit from a little twist. Try these ideas for treasure hunts with a difference: 

• Theme your hunt according to interest e.g. Space, Fairies, Superheroes, Nature 
 

• Colours – a hunt based around colours can help children learn about mixing colours too 
 

• Community – ask questions about the local community which hunters then discover the 
answer to e.g. ‘What kind of pet does No. 6 have?’ 
 

• Sensory/Shape – find items which represent the following: prickly, soft, rough, smooth 
and/or items which have points, are circular, triangular etc. 
 

• Create a series of QR codes to hide around the house and/or garden. When scanned, each 
QR contains a clue to solve which leads to the next hidden QR and so on, until the final 
one reveals where the treasure is! 
 

• Indoors – indoor hunts need a little more thought as the environment will be more 
familiar to your child, but use of cryptic clues can be fun and non-literal, promoting 
imaginative thinking 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Don’t Touch the Lava (with a twist!) 

Treasure Hunts with a Twist 
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You will need: indoor or outdoor space; blindfold 

A great activity at home or out and about. Set up a simple obstacle course, blindfold one player 
and the other calls out directions to lead them through the course. If playing outside then give 
directions to a particular place such as a park bench, or tree.  

For younger children, model the activity so they know the directions and location words e.g. 
forwards, backwards, left, right, diagonal, to the left/to the right.  

When completed or reached their destination, remove the blindfold, and talk about how easy or 
difficult it was to follow the instructions – what could have been improved or done differently? 
How well were the instructions followed?   

 
 
 
 
 
 

Download the story cards here, then cut each card out and put into 3 separate bags – one each 
for character, setting, and object.  Pick one random card from each bag and create a story based 
on the character, setting, and object selected. With 16 cards in every bag there’s no end of 
possible stories to create.  
 
You could also add some of your child’s small toys, or some small household objects into each 
bag, just change these from time to time to keep things unpredictable. 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                         Character             Setting            Object 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Pick a Story 

Tell me where to go 

 

OUTER 
SPACE 

 
DRUM 

 

ROBOT 
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You will need: cardboard; imagination 

If children regularly turn to screens to keep themselves occupied while parents are busy it can 
become a lot more difficult for them to find alternative ways to occupy themselves when 
boredom sets in.   
 
Imaginative play is essential to children’s development and there’s no better way of encouraging 
this than through ‘free play’ with cardboard. Here are some simple ideas: 

• Take one, or as many empty cardboard boxes as you have available, stand back, and let 
the children play. What ideas will they come up with? Could the box be a spaceship, a 
house, or a whole city? How about a racetrack, market stall, washing machine, maze, 
castle, puppet theatre, or television?  
 

• Cardboard shapes (younger children) – create shapes such as animals, people, or cars 
from pieces of cardboard. Decorate with stickers or colour them in. 
 

• Create something which moves e.g. a marble run 
 

• Create an object beginning with the letter ‘C’ e.g. computer, cooker (or choose any 
letter of the alphabet) 
 

Resist the temptation to intervene and suggest ideas for what they can do - give them space to 
learn to enjoy being in the world, and some thinking time. 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
www.pinterest.co.uk/candochild/ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cardboard Canvas 
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You will need: paper, pencil/pen, imagination 

 
Create a new code and write messages to each other to decipher.   
 
Make this a practical activity by writing instructions e.g. please do the 
washing up! Younger children can create drawings for their messages.  
Have fun! 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

You will need: paper, pictures (draw them or cut out from magazines), glue 

 
Create a paper dice, then either draw on or cut out pictures of animals 
or insects.  
 
Stick or draw one picture on each side, and write alongside  
each the action and a number e.g. Rabbit – 5 bunny hops; Ant – 1 minute 
marching like an ant; Butterfly – 5 circles fluttering like a butterfly.  
 

 
 

 
 
 
Find more easy, screen-free activities in Lorraine’s best-selling 
book: “A Parent’s Guide to Easy, Screen-Free Activities Children Will 
Love”  

 
✓ Over 170 easy, screen-free activities children will love 
✓ Budget-friendly ideas using everyday resources 
✓ Balance of independent learning and family fun 
✓ Tips for parents to encourage a child’s Can-Do mindset 
✓ Ideal for holidays, weekends, or on the move 
✓ Printables and downloads available online 

 
 

 
 
 

Code Crackers 

Active Dice 
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ACTION PLAN 
To help put your action plan together, consider where you are on a scale of 0-6 for 
each of these questions: 
 
 
How much of your child’s screen time is used for entertainment?  
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
0  1  2  3  4  5  6 
Almost all     A fair amount       None at all  

  
 
Does screen time get in the way of what you do as a family e.g. face to face conversations, 
trips out, conversations at mealtimes? 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
0  1  2  3  4  5  6 
Most of the time     Occasionally    None at all 

 
 
How far do you feel screen-time is disrupting your child’s sleep?  
________________________________________________________________________________ 
0  1  2  3  4  5  6 
Most of the time      A little     None at all 
 
 
Is snacking controlled during your child’s screen time?  
 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
0  1  2  3  4  5  6 
Not at all     Most of the time        All the time 
 

 
Now create your own Family Media Plan.  
Complete this online together as a family, then print out and display at home. 
 

How will you know if changes are successful?   
 
Decide on your own criteria, but this may include: 
 

• Feeling more confident in how your children are using their screens 
• Less tantrums or complaints when children don’t have access to screens 
• Screen-free play becomes the ‘go to’ activity of choice 
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The home learning environment in the early years of a child’s life can have a significant impact 
not just on their educational development, but also future life success. This is a big responsibility 
and may feel overwhelming at times. Whether your family is large or small, you can create the 
ideal environment for your child to learn and explore about themselves, and the world around 
them in a relaxed, positive way. Here are some top tips to support you: 
 

 

 

• Look at your child’s space to play - consider dedicated areas to encourage 
particular types of learning e.g. a reading corner.  

•  

• Get them involved in creating the space by, for example, choosing cushions, to 
help give them ownership over the space. 

 

 
Use what’s around you and in the everyday for learning opportunities,  
including when you’re out and about. Children will also learn a lot by 
helping you with simple tasks around the home, so things like matching  
socks or sorting washing into light and dark colours are really good activity 
ideas. 

 
Vary your child’s experiences and opportunities for play – a balance 
between ‘table-top’ and ‘active’ play is important. There are lots of 
activities to keep your child moving, which in turn supports a healthy 
body and mind. Be guided by your child in terms of their pace and 
interests. 

 

Establish routine and structure to the day where you can – try a visual timetable 

for younger children or those with special needs, and encourage them to  

participate in putting it together. You’ll soon discover what’s right for you all, and  

the more children are involved in planning for the day or week ahead, the more  

likely it is to succeed. Routine will also give a sense of normality to children  

(and adults) at a time of uncertainty.  

 
Remember it’s fine (and important) for your child to have ‘free’ or independent play – it’s not always 
up to you to provide the entertainment and it will be near impossible to keep them occupied the whole 
time.  

‘Doing nothing’ is an opportunity for children to discover where their imagination can 
take them, and a chance for you to learn more about them, how they learn, their likes 
and dislikes. 

PLAY 

CREATING AN ENJOYABLE HOME LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 

Supporting Parents Every Step On The Way 
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Interactions are a really important part of the Home Learning Environment, focusing on how 
you engage with your child to support them, and encourage their learning. Use a range of 
interactions styles including back-and-forth conversations, mirroring, and paraphrasing. Follow 
these top tips: 

• Actively listen in the here and now, without distractions (put away mobile phones) 

• Share their enthusiasm – by communicating your enthusiasm for their play  

• Show your engagement through non-verbal actions e.g. nodding and smiling 

• Ask questions carefully – talk with them about their experiences, helping them make sense of 

the world, but use these to open up a two-way conversation, rather just one way ‘questioning’ 

• Family mealtimes provide a great opportunity to put away the tech and get talking – try it out! 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Communications to and from your child’s school are a really important part of your child’s Home 
Learning Environment. They can help you understand what your child is learning and how you 
can support and extend this at home, as well as letting teachers know about new learning within 
the home learning environment. Think about:  
 

• Getting more involved in your child’s education and their school – are there volunteering 

opportunities, or suggestions you have to improve communications? 

 

INTERACTIONS 

SCHOOL 
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• Make good use of any resources or learning activities school provide to support your child’s 

learning at home. 

 

• Keep a note of achievements within your Home Learning Environment and communicate these 

back to school when you can. 

 
TOP TIPS FOR MOVING TOWARDS INDEPENDENT PLAY 

Helping children learn to play on their own is an important part of 
development, and supports the building of creativity, confidence, 
and critical thinking skills. This might include learning to play with a 
toy in a different way, or discovering how to play with a new toy 
rather than being told first how it works. Follow these top tips to 
help your child move towards independent play: 

• Start slowly – gently introduce independent play by gradually moving 
away from being next to your child when they play, to being in the same 
room but doing something-else so they still have the reassurance of you 
being around. 

 
Use open-ended toys and activities – blocks, cars, toy people are all toys which encourage imaginative 
play and will keep your child interested and learning. Limit screen-time activities as it tends to be content 
driven so not encouraging your child to create their own play. 
 
Be realistic about how long your child can play on their own - this will vary from child to child, but build  
the time up slowly starting with say 10-15 minutes.  Whenever they manage to play independently,  
acknowledge their progress e.g. "You are playing on your own really nicely”.  
 
Give your child the opportunity to make decisions - start with  
simple things such as would they like squash or water to drink, or  
choosing their own socks to wear, and move on from there. 

Be patient - all learning, including how to play independently,  
takes time to master, and remember that practice isn’t about  
making perfect, it’s about making progress. 

VISUAL TIMETABLES 

A visual timetable (where you use pictures of each activity as well as or instead of words) can be 
a really helpful way to establish a routine at home, especially if schools are closed during the 
pandemic.   

Listed below are a number of web sites offering free visual timetables you can download. 
Try cutting out the different cards and see if your child on their own or with your support can 
create their own personalised routine tailored to activities they would do on a regular e.g. 
waking up, breakfast, clean teeth. 
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And next comes… a list of free printables ranging from morning and evening routines, to self-care, and 
before and after-school. Many of these are especially helpful for children with special needs -  
https://www.andnextcomesl.com/2018/01/free-visual-schedule-printables.html  

Childhood 101, printable routine cards -  https://adayinourshoes.com/wp-
content/uploads/2017/10/Routine-Cards.pdf  

Special Needs -  a wide range of visual cards covering many situations 
http://www.victoriesnautism.com/schedule-activity-and-task-cards.html  

Sparklebox -  https://www.sparklebox.co.uk/special-needs/visual-timetable/home-routines.html  

Twinkl - https://www.twinkl.co.uk/resource/t-c-081-visual-timetable-for-home  

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
           www.victoriesnautism.com/schedule-activity-and-task-cards.html  
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'How Many Hands?'

Activity Instructions: Resources Needed:
1. Child draws around their own hand and adults.

2. Help child cut out the hand prints.
3. Walk around measuring 'how many hands'

particular objects are comparing the difference
between adult and child sized hands.

Paper
Crayons
Scissors

Ruler (optional)

Connections to learning and development:

Mathematics
Cognitive Development

Fine Motor Skills

Connections to Play Personalities:

Explorer
Collector

Extension Idea:

Measure the length of each hand with a ruler, then use the
hands to work out the length of other objects. Collect

items of similar size. 

Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings: Play Ideas
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'Don't touch the Lava'

Activity Instructions: Resources Needed:
1. Place cut out, brightly coloured circles of card

around the room (or use cushions). 
2. Move around walking only on the

circles/cushions – everything else is lava, so watch
out! 

 

Cardboard circles
Cushions

Paper letters &
numbers

 

Connections to learning and development:

Mathematics
Literacy

Gross Motor Skills

Connections to Play Personalities:

Explorer
Collector

Kinesthete

Extension Idea:

Race to ‘rescue’ particular items that have been placed
close to the lava such as words, numbers or a favourite

food treat!

Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings: Play Ideas

©Copyright 2022 Can-Do Child®, The Gap Club Ltd 33 / 250



'Active Dice'

Activity Instructions: Resources Needed:
1. Create a paper dice

2. Draw on or cut out pictures of animals or insects
and stick one on each side.

3. Write alongside each the action and a number e.g.
Rabbit – 5 bunny hops; Ant – 1 minute marching.

Paper
Crayons
Scissors

Glue

Connections to learning and development:

Mathematics
Fine Motor Skills

Gross Motor Skills

Connections to Play Personalities:

Kinesthete
Artist/Creator

Extension Idea:

Expand this activity to using a dice on a family walk –
throw the dice to determine which way to go e.g. 2=turn

right, 3= turn left, 4= straight on 

Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings: Play Ideas
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'Alphabet Rocks'

Activity Instructions: Resources Needed:
1. Collect rocks of different sizes, enough for each

letter of the alphabet. 
2. Paint and decorate one for each letter.

 3. Put in a bag, pull one out and make the sound of
the letter.

Rocks
Paint
Bag

Connections to learning and development:

Literacy
Communication and

Language
 

Connections to Play Personalities:

Collector
Artist/Creator

 
 

Extension Idea:

Use them to make words or say a word with the letter that
you pull out the bag.

Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings: Play Ideas
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'Picture my Day'

Activity Instructions: Resources Needed:
1. On the paper draw a line across or down to

separate yours and your child’s day. 
2. Draw something about your day in your space. Talk

as you draw. 
3. Encourage your child to draw in 

their space about their day and talk about it. 

Paper
Pens

Connections to learning and development:

Literacy
Communication and Language

Expressive Art and Design
 

Connections to Play Personalities:

Storyteller
Artist/Creator

 
 

Extension Idea:

Your child may start talking about what they’re drawing,
if not, take some time to reflect on each picture. 
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'Emoji Headbands'

Activity Instructions: Resources Needed:
1. Think of some funny emojis and draw them on the

paper.  
2. Colour them in and then cut them out.  

3. On some paper make a headband out of one long
strip and glue the emojis onto the front to make an

emoji headband. 
 

Paper
Pens

Connections to learning and development:

Personal, Social and Emotional
Expressive Art and Design

Communication and Language
 

Connections to Play Personalities:

Joker
Artist/Creator

 
 

Extension Idea:

Try and guess each others emojis by describing them. 
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'Let's Dance'

Activity Instructions: Resources Needed:
1. Make 2 pairs of maracas using the egg cartons,

lollipop sticks and rice. 
2. Play some music and take turns to copy each

other's dance moves. 
 

Egg Cartons
Lollipop Sticks

Glue
Rice

Music

Connections to learning and development:

Personal, Social and Emotional
Expressive Art and Design

Gross Motor Skills
 

Connections to Play Personalities:

Kinesthete
Artist/Creator

Director
 
 Extension Idea:

Make a dance routine allowing the child to direct and
organise it. 
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'Mess Free Painting'

Activity Instructions: Resources Needed:
1. Put two different colours of paint (and glitter if you

like) in a ziplock bag.
2. Make sure all the air is removed.

3. Place bag on top of the white paper.
4. Let children mix the paint through the bag looking

at the changes in colours. 
 

Ziplock Bags
Paint

White Paper
Glitter

Connections to learning and development:

Personal, Social and Emotional
Expressive Art and Design

Fine Motor Skills
 

Connections to Play Personalities:

Explorer
Artist/Creator

 
 

Extension Idea:

Draw in the paint with fingers to create words or
shapes.
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'Flour Drawings'

Activity Instructions: Resources Needed:
1. Cover the tray with a light dusting of flour.

2. Use the toothbrush or paint brush to make marks
in the flour. 

 

Flour
Small Tray

Toothbrush or Paint Brush

Connections to learning and development:

Literacy
Mathematics

Fine Motor Skills
 

Connections to Play Personalities:

Explorer
Artist/Creator

 
 

Extension Idea:

See if your child can draw or trace different letters,
numbers and shapes.
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'Cardboard Canvas'

Activity Instructions: Resources Needed:
1. Take one, or as many empty cardboard boxes as

you have available.
2. Stand back, and let the children play and see what

they create together.
 

Cardboard
Tape

Scissors
Pens

Connections to learning and development:

Communcation and Language
Personal, Social and Emotional

Fine and Gross Motor
Expressive Art and Design

 

Connections to Play Personalities:

Explorer
Artist/Creator

Director
 
 

Extension Idea:

Can the children make something beginning with a
letter? for example C - computer, camera, car

Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings: Play Ideas
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'Bubbles'

Activity Instructions: Resources Needed:
1. Set up a scoring sheet, 1 point for catching, 2

points for holding, 3 points for popping.
2. Blow some bubbles.

3. Keep track of who gets the most points.
 

Bubble Mixture
Pens

Paper

Connections to learning and development:

Personal, Social and Emotional
Fine and Gross Motor

Mathematics
 

Connections to Play Personalities:

Competitor
Kinestete
Collector

 
 

Extension Idea:

Imagine that the bubbles are worries or concerns that
float away each time you blow them.
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'Talking/Listening Bags'

Activity Instructions: Resources Needed:
1. Fill a colourful bag with lots of random objects

e.g. toy car, pencil, glue stick, string, wooden block. 
2. Child to close their eyes and pick an object.

3. Take turns to think of words related to the object.

Bag
Variety of Objects

Connections to learning and development:

Personal, Social and Emotional
Communication and Language
Knowledge and Understanding

of the World
 

Connections to Play Personalities:

Explorer
Collector

 
 

Extension Idea:

To make a listening bag instead, fill the bag with items
that make a sound. Pick one out, make the sound and
ask the child to pick which object made that sound.

Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings: Play Ideas

©Copyright 2022 Can-Do Child®, The Gap Club Ltd 43 / 250



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Can-Do Child® was established in 2012, and has built a toolkit of resources for educators and 

parents to help nurture children’s Can-Do mindset and life skills through screen-free play.  

With easy, everyday activity ideas for children age 2½ upwards, the resources help bridge the 

connection between classroom and home learning, enhancing the development of an effective family 

engagement strategy to support children’s learning and development. 

What is in the Can-Do Child® toolkit? 

• Can-Do Child© Activity Cards, age 3-5 years and 5-7 years 

 

• Easy Early Learning Activity Cards, age 2½ -5 years 

 

• Best-selling books 

 

• Apps 

 

• Online courses 

 

• Workshops 

 

• Coaching 

• A fun, tried and tested approach to developing children’s 

can-do mindset, and essential life skills such as 

resourcefulness, resilience, team-working, and problem-

solving through everyday, screen-free play 

 

• Endorsed by top child psychologists, parenting, and early 

years experts 

 

• Ideas and inspiration for educators, supporting learning 

through play, making lesson planning easier and more 

productive 

 

• Resources to encourage and strengthen school-parent 

relationships, supporting children’s learning at home 

 

 

What is Can-Do Child®? 
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Can-Do Child® Activity Cards  

Independently tested, and approved by the 

Good Play Guide. Packed with simple, 

practical ideas and inspiration to enjoy the 

everyday whilst nurturing children's can-do 

character and skills, The ‘at a glance' grid on 

the back of each card shows the 

characteristics and skills children are 

learning through the activities. 58 cards per 

pack. Age 2½ - 5 years or 5-7 years.  

 

Download free samples 

 

  

 

Easy Early Learning EYFS Activity Cards   

Approved by the Good Play Guide. Covers all 

areas of the EYFS with bite size, at-a-glance 

activities to support and extend children’s 

learning and help connect classroom and 

home learning.  

 

78 cards per pack. Age 2½ -5 years.  

 
 

Download free samples 

 
 

Apps 

Independently tested, and 

recommended by The Good App 

Guide the free to download  

Can-Do Child® Communication app 

helps children become confident, 

competent communicators through 

fun, every-day screen-free activities 

for indoors, outdoors, or on the 

move. Developed by professionals 

based on years of practical 

experiences working with families 

and children. Independently tested 

by families. 

 

 

Best-Selling Books  

5* Amazon reviews, endorsed by top child psychologists and parenting experts 

The Can-Do Child: Enriching the Everyday the Easy Way 

"This book will help you to help children become happier, more independent, 

enterprising and resourceful. I thoroughly recommend it for both parents and 

professionals." Dr Lynne Kenney, Psy.D Practicing Pediatric Psychologist, 

international speaker and educator, co-author of Bloom 

A Parent’s Guide to Easy, Screen-Free Activities Children Will Love 
Special conference offer: between 9th and 16th December 2022, this book is available 

to download on Kindle for just £0.99p instead of the usual £3.99. 

“A brilliant book packed full of great activity ideas and helpful tips. 

Just what I was looking for!” Rachel R 

                                                      

 

 
 

 

 

“We’re keen to find better 

ways to work with parents, 

help them to help their 

children’s learning at 

home but we know how 

busy they are. These cards 

are absolutely perfect.” 
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www.candochild.com 

Can-Do Child® Online Courses, Workshops, and Coaching 

You choose when and where to learn, with online courses and scorecards available 24/7 

▪ The online course through Baby Sparks provides over an hour of on demand video, with extensive downloadable 

resources, and access on mobile or desktop. This course was previously on Udemy with more than 780 students 

enrolled, and a 4.8* rating. 
 

▪ Workshops can be tailored to meet your particular needs, and are always energising, inspiring, and highly participative. 

We’ve run workshops for parents through primary schools, and in family centres, and can offer accredited 

parent-educator training based on the Can-Do Child® philosophy and approach.  

 

▪ Online quiz and coaching with the Are you raising a Can-Do Child©  Scorecard takes less than 10 minutes to complete, 

and provides a personalised score plus top tips, and a free eBook.  

 

Access your free online scorecard and eBook here 

“It’s awesome! I love filling in quiz questions and these 

felt very relevant  to topics that concern me when it comes 

to parenting e.g. too much screen time." Nina H 

 

Can Can-Do Child© Ltd is registered in England & Wales, Company reg. 10645652.  
Can-Do Child©, and ‘Because their future starts with you’ are trademarks of Lorraine Allman 

 

71-75 Shelton Street  
Covent Garden  

London WC2H 9JQ 

Phone  +44 (0) 2921 175880 

 eMail info@candochild.com 
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Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings
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TALKING POINTS: How many Hands?

Is one hand bigger than the other? If
so, why do you think that is?

Can you find anything smaller/bigger
than your hand?

How else could we measure the size of
different objects?

As we grow, what do you think
happens to the size of our hands?

Adult - Child
Does your child collect items that
have a similar feature? 

How do they collaborate with other
people when doing this activity?

Do they find it easy to work out the
size of the objects and compare?

Practitioner - Parent
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Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings
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TALKING POINTS: Don't touch the Lava!

What do you think is the best route to
get around?

How can you stay on the circle but
still reach the items?

I wonder why we can't go in the lava?
Is lava hot or cold?

Where do you think lava comes from?

Adult - Child
Supports balance and co-ordination
through having to stay still and
reach for items. 

Fun and playful way to explore
letters and numbers. 

From your observations, how does
your child problem solve?

Practitioner - Parent

48 / 250



Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings
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TALKING POINTS: Active Dice

My favourite animal is XXX because
XXX. What is your favourite animal and
why?

I wonder what actions a XXX does that
we could add to the dice?

Can you show me that action so I know
how to do it?

How do you think we could make it
harder/easier?

Adult - Child
How has your child approached this
activity? 

Can you think of ways in which you
can bring movement in to your daily
routine with your child?

Practitioner - Parent
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Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings
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TALKING POINTS: Alphabet Rocks

Do you know any alphabet songs? Can
you sing them?

Do you think it is possible to spell your
name with the rocks? If not, what are
you missing?

How else could we use the Alphabet
Rocks?

Is there something we could put on
the other side of the rocks?

Adult - Child
Are there letters that your child is
less confident with? If so, support by
focusing on these. 

Encourage your child to start to
identify words and letters in their
environment.

Practitioner - Parent
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TALKING POINTS: Picture my Day

I did XXX today, what did you do
today?

How did you feel when you were doing
that?

Is there anything else you wanted to
do today but didn't have the chance
to?

What do you think you will be doing
tomorrow?

Adult - Child
What are the key points of your
child's day that they draw/talk
about?

How does your child respond to you
talking about your day?

Practitioner - Parent
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Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings
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TALKING POINTS: Emoji Headbands

I think this face looks XXX, how do
you think this face looks?

Can you copy the emoji using your
own face?

Which is your favourite one? Why is
that?

What do emojis tell people? What
can they be used for?

Adult - Child
Importance of conversations around
emotions and feelings.

Supports understanding of own
emotions and those of others. 

What might the challenges be for
your child?

Practitioner - Parent
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TALKING POINTS: Let's Dance

How can we make the maracas sound
louder/softer?

Are there any other instruments that
we could make to dance with?

I wonder if we can use any of our
body parts to make a sound? What
do you think?

Why have you picked the dance
moves? How to they match the
music?

Adult - Child
How does your child respond to
direction?

How does your child approach
directing others?

How do they find copying the
moves? Do they need to see it more
than once?

Practitioner - Parent
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Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings
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TALKING POINTS: Mess Free Paint

I wonder what colour the two paints
will make, do you know?

How could we make it lighter/darker?

Can you see anything in the room that
is that colour?

How did the paint/glitter feel when
you were moving it around in the bag?

Adult - Child
How does your child react to the
feeling of the paint/glitter in the
bag?

Does your child talk out loud while
they are playing with the bags?

Practitioner - Parent
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Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings
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TALKING POINTS: Flour Drawings

Can you make any
shapes/letters/numbers in the flour?

Can you describe the marks that you
have made?

How did you find drawing in the flour?

What else could we put in the tray to
draw in?

Adult - Child
How does your child approach a
'messy' activity?

Observe how they use the tools i.e
toothbrush or paintbrush. Are they
confident?

Do they extend their drawings
themselves or do the need prompts?

Practitioner - Parent
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Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings
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TALKING POINTS: Cardboard Canvas

I'm making a XXX, what are you
making?

What do you need to use to make your
XXX?

How are you working together? Are
you doing different parts?

What else could you make from the
rest of the cardboard?

Adult - Child
Observe how your child approaches
collaborative play. Do they work
alongside others or with others?

What have they found challenging
about this activity?

Practitioner - Parent

56 / 250



Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings
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TALKING POINTS: Bubbles

How can we pop the bubbles without
using our fingers?

Can you blow lots of bubbles in one
go? What will help you do this?

Can you think of anything else that
creates or has bubbles in it?

When you blow and watch the
bubbles, how does it make you feel?

Adult - Child
Encourage your child to talk about
how blowing the bubbles makes
them feel. Share with them how it
makes you feel.

Did your child feel different after
this activity?

Practitioner - Parent
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Introducing Family Play Days in Early Years Settings
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TALKING POINTS: Talking/Listening Bags

What words could you use to describe
the object?

How does the object feel? Do you like
how it feels?

Does the object make a sound? If so,
what does it sound like?

How does it feel to put your hand in
the bag with your eyes closed?

Adult - Child
How confident is your child using
descriptive words?

How do they approach this activity?
Are they confident pulling out an
item without seeing it?

How could you further support their
language?

Practitioner - Parent
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Copyright M Kay 2022   

Benefits of Music 
 
The undertaking of musical activities may confer a plethora of benefits to 
children.  These include: 
 

• Stimulation of the brain (Schlaug et al., 2005) 

• Musicians have faster neural responses to music and speech sounds 
(Strait et al., 2009, 2012, 2014) 

• Benefits to speech processing (Patel, 2014) 

• Increase in attention (Dewi et al., 2015; Putkinen , et al., 2013) 

• Assistance with memory recall (Parbery-Clark et al., 2009) 

• Music is motoric (Toyka and Freund, 2007) 

• Movement in turn stimulates the brain (Eliot, 2000) 

• Enhanced detection of ‘speech-in-noise’ (Parbery-Clark et al., 2009) 

• Assistance with memory recall (Janata, 2009) 

• Music can entrain movement to a beat, thereby helping co-ordination 
(Corriveau and Goswami, 2009; Slater et al., 2013) 

• Improving movement to time may improve temporal processing 
(Goswami, 2013) 

• Music is engaging, thereby attention-grabbing  (Tierney and Kraus, 2013) 

• Listening to and engaging in musical activities helps to reinforce 
children’s awareness of speech segmentation (François et al., 2013) 

• A possible increase in literacy scores in school (Slater et al., 2013) 

• Improving auditory skills (Putkinen et al., 2013) 

• Increasing ability to detect sound in noise (Slater et al., 2015) 

• Promoting imagination (Welch et al., 2011) 

• Helping to engender a sense of achievement (Salimpoor et al., 2013) 

• Helping to build children’s confidence (Ofsted, 2012) 

• Enjoyment (Salimpoor et al., 2013) 

• Production of chemicals (dopamines) in the brain which induce happy 
feelings (Salimpoor et al., 2013) 

• Creating a positive environment (Fisher, 2001) 

• Encouraging social skills (Gerry et al., 2012) 

• Inducing a relaxed and therefore suitable learning state (Thoma, 2013) 
 
Tierney and Kraus (2013) aver that ‘one of the reasons musical training can be 
such a powerful educational tool is that music is inherently rewarding, 
emotion-inducing and attention grabbing’ (Menon and Levitin, 2005; Patel, 
2011 and 2013 in Tierney and Kraus, 2013) 
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Cognition 

Comprehension 

Attention 

Memory 

Sequencing and Prediction 

Automaticity 

Language Skills 

 

Listening 

Speaking 

Ability to Map 

Sounds to 

Symbols 

 

Reading 

Writing 

Phonological 

Awareness 

  

       Syllables 

       Rhymes 

       Phonemes 

These are the attributes which children who are good at literacy possess 

and are lacking in children who struggle 

Prosodic Awareness 

Intonation Stress 

Motor Skills Motivation 

+ 

Bibliographic Knowledge 

Literacy Learning 
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Information and Activities 
 
Florida Center for Reading Research  
https://fcrr.org/student-center-activities/kindergarten-and-first-grade 
 
Reading Rockets 
https://www.readingrockets.org/ 
 
Sounds and Symbols and Bryant and Kay Publishing – Literacy through Music Videos 
https://www.youtube.com/c/SandSBKPMeldSys 
 
 
 
 
 

https://fcrr.org/student-center-
activities/kindergarten-and-first-grade 

Reading Rockets 

https://www.readingrockets.org/ 

a Reading Research Centre 

https://fcrr.org/student-center-
activities/kindergarten-and-first-grade 

Reading Rockets 

https://www.readingrockets.org/ 

Florida Reading Research 
Centre 
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EXPLORING TREES AND THE HUMAN ANATOMY – THINKING SHEET  

The aim of this presentation was to plant the seeds in your mind that children can make a 
connection between emotions, art and nature at the tender age of three, four or five. Each 
child demonstrated their ability to show empathy towards another living thing and grow 
within themselves through the exchange of dialogue whilst visiting the local, tree and art 
communities.    

Bush Kindy is an opportunity for children in an Early Childhood setting to venture out the gate 
and step into an environment filled with places to explore, engage and discover. Their 
environment is an open-ended space where children have freedom to interact with nature.    

                                                                             

              

For children with challenging behaviour the space draws them in through the rhythm of 
nature. The chaos of the indoor classroom with loud noises, space restrictions and time limits 
are left at the gate.  The child slowly discovers a balance within nature and their inner self.    

Children don’t just prosper from physical and sensory engagement when participating at 
Bush Kindy, it’s the relationship formed within the natural environment.  The outdoor 
classroom reflects change depending on the season, weather conditions and human 
intervention.  They know the best place to gather pinecones, view migrating birds and the 
trees which are ideal for climbing or shade on a hot summer day.  

All living things have a cycle of life, therefore it’s important for children to be introduced to 
the process at a young age.  Often children will be exposed to the life cycle of a butterfly, 
flower or frog through resources, but for many educators, talking about the actual subject of 
death can be challenging.   

All the children who participated in this proposal have had a connection to loss through 
open conversation in a group setting using personal experiences, resource books or hands 
on experiences.  Loss is not just the death of a living thing for a child, it can also be the feeling 
of losing a friend because they have moved, or an object of great importance.   

“The tree can no longer breath and has no feelings.” – Jack   

Before the proposal started, I knew the children were capable of sharing thoughts through 
the exchange of dialogue but their responses to the cutting down of a tree took me by 
surprised.   The connection they were able to make between their own feelings and the 
emotions of a tree community was well advanced for their years.   

“The water makes the veins, then water pumps up.  Because when they get water, the      
veins move inside the tree.  Did you know the bark is the face? They can breathe through   
the air.” - Harry 
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The children presented multiple points of views when it 
came to exploring the human anatomy, which highlighted 
how important it is to ‘stop and listen’.  

Through the medium of clay, wire and charcoal, each 
child’s interpretation and creativity demonstrated a high 
level of optimism that I didn’t anticipate.    

The depth of their feelings and emotions came from a 
place deep within.  I valued the expressive and imaginative 
abilities reflected in each child’s art.  

“Lungs make you breathe.  If trees don’t have lungs 
they can’t breathe, they need to breathe.” – Freddie   

 

  

One of reason these children have a good relationship with clay and wire is because they 
are exposed to the material from the age of two. Through the process of play, each child has 
experimented and learnt the qualities each material possess.  

It’s the same for their drawing skills, when using charcoal, Sharpies, oil pastels or chalk.  By the 
age of three or four the child is capable of learning new skills because they know the basics.      

The link for exploring roots with charcoal. https://youtu.be/LWZmYOmKX0U  

  

When children start visiting art galleries, museums or public gardens at an early age, the seed 
for art is planted.  Creating a lasting relationship through cultural awareness, creative 
appreciation and acceptance that art does present itself in different forms.  

Such experiences provide an opportunity for educators to observe the children’s 
engagement with materials, resources and landscapes as citizen of the Sydney community.   

Frances Forshlager  

Gadigal Land – Sydney Australia.  

Email Address: educatorsonsite@gmail.com  

Facebook/Instagram: The Art of Creativity  
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Pool Noodle Games

Get more new & creative games?
https://www.motorskilllearning.com/freeupdatesmsl

1. Mosquito tag
https://youtu.be/xF4brgcXswY

2. Mosquito Spray
https://youtu.be/vf59DZs01Nk

3. Getting your daily egg
https://youtu.be/un03q0F9bP0

4. The Peacock
https://youtu.be/Q7CA0jiVUDI

5. Swat the flies
https://youtu.be/VLWfElkUfwc

6. Elephant tag
https://youtu.be/JMFmVTg79DU

7. The safe house
https://youtu.be/uyCEfRhADBw

8. Thief in the blocks
https://youtu.be/85EnwyJRqxs

9. Chicken wings
https://youtu.be/nx4nhn3Jbmc

10. Noodle snakes
https://youtu.be/oXq6y9kmZ68

11. Steal the carrot
https://youtu.be/_jyGCVU8zYM

12. The blind man
https://youtu.be/5lG8XsRgvds

13. Noodle propeller
https://youtu.be/R_Oup-ANCsM
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14. Crab pliers
https://youtu.be/aPgT9HXSJac

15. Mr long finger
https://youtu.be/0n-zINcqf6w

16. Noodle skip rope running
https://youtu.be/ZFlRb7mZBs8

17. The noodle monster
https://youtu.be/ewTuaIsHks0

18. Long Pool Noodle Dragon
https://youtu.be/P1ueNfovTMA

19. The reptile cage
https://youtu.be/_d0_h5i2u_M

20. The noodle ring lasso
https://youtu.be/At5N5S-Hp3M

21. Visit mouse holes
https://youtu.be/PI8RE12P_f8

22. Noodle spider
https://youtu.be/eF9CyF2mwLQ

23. Javelin throw
https://youtu.be/tgWtz1o5vg8

24. Switch off the sprinkler
https://youtu.be/NMW_T6gnG4s

25 Unicorn tag
https://youtu.be/ERVCXiC-hCA

26. The moving noodle skip rope
https://youtu.be/MUJu7X1SfN8

27. A rhino got loose
https://youtu.be/AKZd7yFgWuU

28. Swat the fly race
https://youtu.be/uKWxJyD0i3o

29. Over and under a noodle skip rope in pairs
https://youtu.be/egjeFj7bvxU

30. The eagle
https://youtu.be/ojrGGveW2uE
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31. Noodle lasso on a string
https://youtu.be/zIutuvgebYc

32. Buffalo tag
https://youtu.be/Te2Q-5BIepM

33 Stingrays
https://youtu.be/mCpFkU4s3rc

34. Dragon tag
https://youtu.be/Bqsd7fYUXw4

35. Zick Zack Jump over Pool Noodle
https://youtu.be/1Z-ozO20HuI

36. Noodle jump rope
https://youtu.be/QFVM4x14hmU

37. A buffalo got loose
https://youtu.be/cnEfaCJxWpI

Get more new & creative games?
https://www.motorskilllearning.com/freeupdatesmsl
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Sensory Play in the early years  

 

 

 

Recipes for Sensory Play  

 

Playdough - Ingredients: 

• 2 cups plain flour  

• 2 tablespoons vegetable oil  (baby oil and coconut oil work too) 

• 1/2 cup salt 

• 2 tablespoons cream of tartar 

• 1 to 1.5 cups boiling water (adding in increments until it feels just 

right) 

• food colouring  

• few drops glycerine (my secret ingredient for stretch and shine!) 

Method: 

• Mix the flour, salt, cream of tartar and oil in a large mixing bowl 

• Add food colouring to the boiling water then into the dry ingredients 

• Stir continuously until it becomes a sticky, combined dough 

• Add the glycerine  

• Allow it to cool down then take it out of the bowl and knead it for a 

couple of minutes until all the stickiness has gone.  
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• If it remains a little sticky, then add a touch more flour until just 

right 

Additions – once you have made your playdough you can add different 

fragrances using essential oils, herbs and spices or natural plants such as 

lavender or thyme. You can add sand to make it grittier, lentils or rice to give a 

different texture. 

Moon sand - ingredients 

• 8 tbsp flour or cornflour 

• 1 tbsp vegetable or sunflower oil or baby oil 

• A few drops food colouring  

Method 

1. Put the flour in a bowl, then slowly stir in the oil and food colouring, if 

using. 

2. Rub the oil and colouring through the flour with your fingertips, as if you 

were making pastry, until the mixture feels sandy and no oil is visible. If 

the mixture seems too dry, add a few more drops of oil, or if the mixture 

is too soft, add some more flour. The consistency should be a dry, 

shapeable clay that crumbles easily when squeezed. 

Gloop – ingredients  

• Cornflour  

• Water  

• Food colouring   

 

 

Method  

 

To make gloop all you need to do is mix cornflour and water together at a 

ratio of 2:1.   

 

Slime – Ingredients  

• 100ml PVA white glue (children’s craft glue or CE marked glue) 

• ½ tsp bicarbonate of soda 
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• gel food colouring 

• 1 tsp contact lens cleaning solution 

• glitter (optional) 

Method -  

1. Squeeze the glue into a mixing bowl (look for a bottle in a 100ml size if 

possible so you won’t have to measure it out). Add the bicarbonate of soda and 

mix well. 

2. Add a drop or two of your chosen gel food colouring. Less colouring gives a 

pastel colour; the more you add, the brighter the colour. Mix until well 

incorporated. 

3. Add the contact lens solution and mix. The slime will begin to form, going 

stringy before coming away clean from the bowl into a ball. 

4. Once it has formed, take it out and knead it with your hands. It will be sticky 

at first but after about 30 seconds you’ll have a smooth and pliable ball. Add 

glitter at this point, if desired, and work in with your hands. Store in a pot with 

a lid. 

 

 

I hope you enjoy making some of these recipes to play with young children and they 

have fun in the process as well as with the finished products  
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Bright Start International Conference 9-12 Dec 2022

The 5 Elements of Yoga for Early Childhood - Ideas to Implement

Breathing

Find video descriptions for breathing experiences and more on:

Facebook -

South East Yoga and Wellbeing

Or

Tik Tok

@south_east_yoga

Find these images on Facebook to print out and use in your classroom.

South East Yoga and Wellbeing Courses and free content 1
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Meditation

Sound meditation is a great option if you are new to meditation as it can be quite easy to
facilitate. Sound meditation gives children a focus point and usually only lasts a few seconds
so it’s perfect for children who are challenged to be still.

Try singing bowl/ bells/ triangle/ Tibetan cymbals/ mini gongs/ chimes - any sound with a
lingering resonance.

1. Prep the space first by sitting in a circle, checking in with posture and resting hands in
lap.

2. Take 3 deep breaths to help regulate the nervous system. Focus on the exhalation to
allow the parasympathetic nervous system to become activated.

3. Give children the instruction to sit tall, close their eyes and focus on the sound.
Remind children that this is a listening activity not a talking activity.

4. When the sound stops, children open their eyes and put their hand up. The hand up
signals that they have finished listening to the sound.

5. If someone wants to sit with their eyes closed for longer, remind children to not disturb
them (children will often call out that someone still has their eyes closed!). It’s
important that we embrace children’s need to stay in their calm state!

6. Repeat this meditation as often as you like.

South East Yoga and Wellbeing Courses and free content 2
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Movement

Yoga poses are a pathway to supporting many different developmental domains including
building strength, flexibility and using both sides of the body evenly.

Through the poses children’s social and emotional wellbeing is also enhanced. The
movement allows children to deepen their connection to self. As they become aware of their
interoception during the poses, they are guided to articulate this which increases their
emotional literacy.

Feeling into the body is often used for trauma informed programs and is also a great tool to
learn for children with additional needs.

Where to find yoga pose/ movement ideas:

● Use story books with animals that can replicate yoga poses eg Old MacDonald had a
Farm uses lots of poses that are found in yoga poses such as cow, dog, horse.

● Play a yoga song to move with. Kira Willey, Linda Lara and Sammie Haynes are my
favourites.

● YouTube
● Internet search
● Specific yoga books
● Use yoga cards which have poses on them

Aim for one movement session a day of ten or more minutes.

Relaxation

When facilitating relaxations it’s important to be an ‘active facilitator’ which means you are
present with the children even when you are using an audio recording.

If you sit with them during the relaxations you can practise regulating your nervous system
alongside them and take this time out for you too!

Depending on the size of your group, children either lay in a circle or spread out over an
area. Facilitate relaxation times both inside and outside:

● Tell a story
● Read a meditation script
● Play nature sounds
● Use audio stories
● Walk around with chimes and softly flutter them over the children
● Balance a teddy on their tummy area. Slowly ‘rock’ teddy to sleep as you breathe in

and out

Other ways to evoke a sense of relaxation:

● All aboard the massage train! Sit in a circle with crossed legs, close to the person in
front of you. Hands rest on their shoulders and children massage the person in front
gently. Guide children in what to do, such as ‘massage shoulders, now move down

South East Yoga and Wellbeing Courses and free content 3
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their back, give gentle hand chops, now tickles’. Encourage children to massage how
they would like to be massaged.

● Sitting with legs crossed, with one hand on heart and one on the belly. Close your
eyes and focus on your breathing and the movement of your chest and belly. Children
can also sit back to back and feel each other's body moving as they breathe.

● Use audio recordings of quiet relaxation songs such as Kira Willey.

Affirmations

Affirmations help us to reframe or reinforce beliefs about ourselves and create a growth
mindset. You can easily embed statements into many aspects of the day.

When using affirmations with children, you can make it relevant to what is currently occurring
in your setting.
If children need uplifting and empowering use these types of words or if they need calming
and kindness reminders, use the words that best describe these qualities.

Try using statements that start with:
● I am …
● I can …
● I do …
● My …
● I believe …

Affirmation opportunities:
● Use affirmation cards
● Affirmations taped to a mirror
● Climbing to the top of a tree or climbing equipment
● Mastering something
● Together as a group
● While holding a yoga pose
● During movement activities
● Encouraging children to use an affirmation to support someone who may need it
● Create an affirmation board or wall with children’s personal favourite statements
● Make up a song or poem with your affirmations
● Place affirmation sticky notes randomly around the room as reminders
● Make your own affirmation bracelet either out of paper or other resources such as

wool, beads, fabric

Storytelling

Underpinning movement and relaxation is storytelling.

Use your voice to engage children as an actor on stage would. The prosody in your voice will
ensure children are drawn into your story and remain engaged.

South East Yoga and Wellbeing Courses and free content 4
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A story line helps your yoga session to flow and also promotes language and literacy.
Through storytelling we are also incorporating ancient ways of being such as connecting on a
deeper level with our community.

Yoga Simplified for Early Childhood Educators

If you need a few more ideas or are struggling to find time to create a daily yoga session, you
might find this useful.

Your Yoga Toolkit - Early Childhood Yoga Bundle is a one month early childhood yoga
program which includes:

1. A daily checklist printout to assist you with embedding practices. Tick off each time
you implement an element of your program, assisting you to embed yoga into your
day.

2. 20 PDF yoga session plans which include mindfulness, movement, breathing
activities, meditation, relaxation and affirmation ideas.

3. A PDF Wellbeing Warrior certificate for each child in your early learning environment
who have learnt the magical tools of yoga to assist their wellbeing.

Let’s Connect!

If you would like to connect further or have something that you would like to share, please
email Nic Russell at info@southeastyogaandwellbeing.com

Socials:
Facebook - @southeastyogaandwellbeing
Tik Tok and Instagram - south_east_yoga
LinkedIn - https://www.linkedin.com/in/nic-russell-8a5219113/

South East Yoga and Wellbeing Courses and free content 5
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BACK TO BACK BREATHING

Stand with your feet wide apart and your arms 
dangling in front of your body like an elephant’s 
trunk. As you breathe in deeply through your 
nose, raise your arms up high above your head. 
Then slowly swing your arms down again as you 
breathe out through your mouth.

ELEPHANT BREATHING BUBBLE BREATHING

Sit comfortably with your eyes closed. Begin by 
imagining you are holding a bubble wand. Breathe 
in deeply and then, as you breathe out slowly and 
gently, imagine you are blowing bubbles into the 
room. Imagine the bubbles are filled with peace or 
love or happiness and that you are filling the whole 
room with a peaceful, happy feeling. As you keep 
breathing slowly and blowing your imaginary 
bubbles, feel your body become calm and relaxed.

Find a partner and sit on the floor back to back. Sit 
tall and close your eyes if you want to. Decide who 
will start - that person begins by inhaling deeply 
and then exhaling slowly, and then continues to 
breathe slowly and deeply. Their partner should 
feel the expansion in their partner’s back each 
time they breathe in and then try to sync their 
own breathing so that both partners are breathing 
in time together. 

Lie on the floor and place a small stuffed animal 
on your stomach. Breathe in deeply though your 
nose and feel the stuffed animal rise, and then feel 
it lower as you slowly exhale through your mouth. 
Rock the stuffed animal to sleep using the rise and 
fall of your stomach.

TUMMY BREATHING
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TAKE 5 BREATHING

Sit comfortably, resting one hand in front of you 
with fingers outstretched like a star and the pointer 
finger of your other hand ready to trace your hand. 
Starting at the base of your thumb on the outside of 
your hand, breathe in slowly through your nose as 
you slide your pointer finger up to the top of your 
thumb. Breathe out slowly and slide your pointer 
finger down the inside of your thumb. Breathe in 
as you slide your finger up the next finger and out 
as you slide down. Continue  breathing in and out 
as you trace your whole hand.

Choose a comfortable sitting position. As you take 
a slow deep breath in through your nose raise your 
shoulders up towards your ears. Breathe slowly out 
through your mouth, lowering your shoulders as 
you exhale. Repeat slowly, rolling your shoulders 
up and down in time with your breath.

SHOULDER ROLL BREATHING

Sitting in a comfortable position, place your hands 
around your mouth as if you were about to blow 
up a balloon. Take a deep breath in through the 
nose and, as your slowly exhale through your 
mouth, start to spread your hands out as if you are 
blowing up a great big balloon. Hold your hand 
position as you inhale again and then spread your 
hands further as you exhale. Once your balloon is 
as big as it can be, gently sway from side to side as 
you release your balloon up into the sky.

BALLOON BREATHING

Sitting comfortably, gently place the tips of your 
pointer fingers in your ears and close your eyes. 
Breathe in through your nose and then hum 
quietly as you slowly breathe out.

BUMBLEBEE BREATHING

78 / 250



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Characteristics of 
Effective Teams 
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www.teamagreements.com 
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------- PAUSE ------------------------ REFLECT---------------------------- ACT ------- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rate yourself and your team on Clear Direction below. Draw a circle 

around the number. The higher the number, the more you are 

experiencing each aspect. 

 

 

 What would a 9 or 10 look like for my team? 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 What is my vision for my classroom?  

 

 What is my partner’s vision for the classroom? 

 

 What do I see and/or hear that tells me the vision is showing up in my 

classroom? 

 

 My organization’s vision is…  

 

 How similar is my vision to the organization’s vision? What ways can I 

become better aligned?   

 

 If someone were to walk into my classroom, they would know I was 

aligned to the larger vision by seeing and or hearing the following: 
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------- PAUSE ------------------------ REFLECT---------------------------- ACT ------- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rate yourself and your team on Clear Direction below. Draw a circle 

around the number. The higher the number, the more you are 

experiencing each aspect. 

 

 

 What would a 9 or 10 look like for my team? 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 How clear is my team’s understanding of the organization’s goals and 

milestones? 

 

 How often does my team come together to talk about our goals and 

milestones? 

 

 

 What kind of data can my team collect that would inform me of our 

progress toward the goals? 

NOTES 
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------- PAUSE ------------------------ REFLECT---------------------------- ACT ------- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rate yourself and your team on Clear Direction below. Draw a circle 

around the number. The higher the number, the more you are 

experiencing each aspect. 

 

 

 What would a 9 or 10 look like for my team? 
 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 How well does my team know their role and responsibilities for each 

classroom routine? 

 

 

 

 

 How well are the details captured so they can be referred to as needed. 

Especially for new people as they come in. 

 

NOTES 
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------- PAUSE ------------------------ REFLECT---------------------------- ACT ------- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rate yourself and your team on Clear Direction below. Draw a circle 

around the number. The higher the number, the more you are 

experiencing each aspect. 

 

 

 What would a 9 or 10 look like for my team? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 How regularly does my team meet? 

 

 

 

 How safe do I feel sharing within my team? 

 

 

 

 How open am I to feedback? 

 

 

 

 Do I establish trust by using strategies such as Caring Criticism? 

 

 

NOTES 
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------- PAUSE ------------------------ REFLECT---------------------------- ACT ------- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rate yourself and your team on Clear Direction below. Draw a circle 

around the number. The higher the number, the more you are 

experiencing each aspect. 

 

 

 What would a 9 or 10 look like for my team? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 How safe do I feel sharing my ideas within my team? 

 

 

 

 How often are individual contributions acknowledged? 

 

 

 

 How does my team react when something goes “wrong”? 

 
 
 

 How often does my team celebrate when things go “right”? 

 

 

NOTES 
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------- PAUSE ------------------------ REFLECT---------------------------- ACT ------- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rate yourself and your team on Clear Direction below. Draw a circle 

around the number. The higher the number, the more you are 

experiencing each aspect. 

 

 

 What would a 9 or 10 look like for my team? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 When was the last time my team member(s) asked my opinion? 

 

 

 

 How open is my team to hearing different opinions? 

 

 

 

 When was the last time my team tried something new?  
 
 

 

 How often does someone within my team say, “This is the way we’ve 
always done it”? 

 

NOTES 
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------- PAUSE ------------------------ REFLECT---------------------------- ACT ------- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rate yourself and your team on Clear Direction below. Draw a circle 

around the number. The higher the number, the more you are 

experiencing each aspect. 

 

 

 What would a 9 or 10 look like for my team? 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 H w               w    b u           w u  w       y     ? 
 

 Emotional – Inappropriate topics, emotional dumping and dismissing 

emotions. 

 

 Material – Possessions when they can be used and how they are 

treated. 

 

 Physical – Proximity / Personal Space, Touch 

 

 Time/Energy – Lateness, when to contact, how much energy you have 

to devote. 

 

 Mental / Intellectual – Having your own thoughts, beliefs, values and 

opinions. 

 

 

NOTES 
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------- PAUSE ------------------------ REFLECT---------------------------- ACT ------- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rate yourself and your team on Clear Direction below. Draw a circle 

around the number. The higher the number, the more you are 

experiencing each aspect. 

 

 What would a 9 or 10 look like for my team? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

How might culture impact the way my teaching team… 

 Interprets the organization’s vision? 

 

 
 Sets goals and acknowledges accomplishments or handles “failures”? 

 

 
 Define each role and corresponding responsibilities? 

 

 
 Encourages differences and supports risk taking? 

 

 
 Communicates in general? 

 

 
 Expresses and upholds their personal and professional boundaries? 

 

NOTES 

89 / 250



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

              u    ?

www                    b                      

www                   

90 / 250



CHILD CUE

PRO
T

E
C

T
IO

N

Model for Dual Learning
Natural Pathways for Co-Regulation

PRESEN
C

E

A young child can be no more regulated than the adults they depend on.

Individuals drawn towards work that 'cares for others’ may have themselves

developed with low attunement to self.

To be the gentle, attuned presence that a young child depends on to

develop their sense of security, adults must first develop their self

connection and embrace a personal framework for developing the self.

 

Principles

ATTUNE

Sound

Sight

Smell

Touch

Stimulus
What is my state?

What is the child experiencing?

What story am I attaching to 

the child?

 

Hijacked by protective parts

Unable to "be with" the child 

May need to ask for help

cue/child state

or to tap out

Flex to presence and

Ask: What is possible 

Provide a safe and gentle

consider response

in this moment?

presence for the child

 

 

restore child to safe state

reflect , re
p

air, repeat 

restore self to safe state

Deepening our

self-connection

Practices
Know Yourself: How do you show up? What do you bring with you?

Flexible Mind:  Monitor your thoughts for threatened vs. safe perspective

Expand Capacity:  Engage with both/and thinking

Routines for Restoration: Develop practices that you can consistently return

to for restoration and self-care.

 

www.systemicgrowth.org/modelforduallearning
91 / 250



Threat Responses that Occur 

Automatically, without Choice

  

Call For 

Help 

Use the social engagement system to alert 

someone that they need protection from threat.  

Ideally, they receive a gentle reassuring adult who 

can restore a felt sense of safety through the 

social engagement system. 

“I feel threatened and need help to 

feel safe again” 

 

  

Fight 

Use of sympathetic nervous system with inner 

sense that they can ‘win’ over the threat, verbally 

or physically defending 

“I feel threatened and want to be 

seen/want you to meet my needs.” 

  

Flight 

Use of sympathetic nervous system with inner 

sense that they can successfully get away from the 

threat, physically running, fidgeting, staying in 

motion 

“I feel threatened and it’s too much 

to stay present; others can’t be 

trusted to meet my needs” 

  

Freeze, 

Dissociate 

Flooded, use of sympathetic to activate flight/fight 

and dorsal vagal to hold back, often after 

threatening feedback loops from use of 

flight/fight have shaped inner feedback loops 

activate dorsal vagal to check out, not move 

“I feel threatened and want to 

fight/flight but that has had worse 

consequences so I have an internal 

conflict that is overwhelming my 

system” 

  

Fawn, 

Appease 

Use of social engagement system to direct use of 

sympathetic nervous system to appease and even 

‘get ahead of’ keeping caregiver happy while 

holding my needs/feelings 

suppressed…compliance 

“I feel threatened and need you, but 

there are negative feedback loops 

when I’ve expressed myself.  I feel 

seen when I make you happy.” 

  

Collapse, 

Hide 

Use of dorsal vagal system to go limp, hide, get 

small, not make sounds…wait for the threat to 

pass.  May even disconnect from my feeling 

system because it is too painful 

“I am threatened and have 

experienced no one is there for me.  

It’s protective to lay low, hide me.  If 

it’s too much, I’ll even disconnect 

from me” 

 

Institute for Systemic Growth, LLC

excerpt from Model for Dual Learning

https://www.systemicgrowth.org/modelforduallearning
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Supporting early childhood educators to 

address bullying in junior primary classes 

through the co-creation of anti-bullying 

interventions and resources:  

A Proof of Concept Study 

 

 

 

 

Report 

Prepared for  

the Organisation Mondiale pour l’Education Préscolaire  

(OMEP Australia)  

(World Organisation for Early Childhood Education) 

By Lesley-anne Ey and Barbara Spears 

 

 

93 / 250



ii 
 

Acknowledgements 
 Supporting early childhood educators to address bullying in junior primary classes through 

the co-creation of anti-bullying interventions and resources was a small scale proof of 

concept study commissioned by Organisation Mondiale pour l’Education Préscolaire (OMEP) 

World Organisation for Early Childhood Education and undertaken by researchers from the 

School of Education, University of South Australia.  

We would like to sincerely thank the Department for Education and Child Development: 

South Australia and participating: school leaders; teachers; school support staff; 

parents/carers; and children for their support and valuable contribution to this research. We 

would also like to acknowledge Claire Monks and Peter. K. Smith for their permission to use 

the cartoons they designed for their original study. Finally, we would like to thank Therese 

Lovett and Dr Neil Tippet for their contribution as research assistants.  The impetus for this 

project arose from the Australia-India Anti-Bullying Research Collaboration (AIARC): 

Facilitating intellectual and scholarly exchange about school bullying through a cross-

cultural network, which was funded by the Education, Arts & Social Sciences Division 

Research Performance Fund (DRPF).  

 

Suggested citation: 

Ey, L., & Spears, B. A. (2018). Supporting early childhood educators to address bullying in 

junior primary classes through the co-creation of anti-bullying interventions and resources: A 

Proof of Concept Study - A report for the Organisation Mondiale pour l’Education Préscolaire 

(OMEP) (World Organisation for Early Childhood Education). Retrieved from Adelaide: 

doi.org/10.25954/5be36ba6aaf59 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This work is copyright. Apart from any use as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no 

part may be reproduced by any process without prior written permission from the authors 

and OMEP.  

 

94 / 250



iii 
 

 

Contents 
Acknowledgements ................................................................................................................................. ii 

Abstract .................................................................................................................................................. vi 

Executive Summary ................................................................................................................................. 1 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................................ 1 

Project Aim .............................................................................................................................................. 1 

Methodology ........................................................................................................................................... 1 

Ethics ....................................................................................................................................................... 2 

Method, Sampling and Recruitment ....................................................................................................... 2 

Key Findings ............................................................................................................................................ 3 

Young children’s initial knowledge and understanding of bullying? .................................................. 3 

Does a co-designed, tailored intervention/program make a difference to children’s knowledge and 

understanding? ................................................................................................................................... 4 

How effective do teachers think co-constructing and implementing a tailored anti-bullying 

program in junior primary is? ............................................................................................................. 5 

Teacher’s self-evaluation of their specific program ........................................................................... 6 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................... 6 

Recommendations .................................................................................................................................. 7 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................................ 8 

Rationale ................................................................................................................................................. 8 

The Study ................................................................................................................................................ 8 

Aims: ....................................................................................................................................................... 9 

School Contexts ....................................................................................................................................... 9 

Context and Background ......................................................................................................................... 9 

Prevalence of Bullying ......................................................................................................................... 9 

Impacts of Bullying ............................................................................................................................ 10 

Influences on Bullying ....................................................................................................................... 11 

Applying Bullying to Early Childhood ................................................................................................ 11 

Educating young children about Bullying ......................................................................................... 12 

Research Questions .............................................................................................................................. 12 

Methodology ......................................................................................................................................... 13 

Quasi Experimental research ............................................................................................................ 14 

Interviews.......................................................................................................................................... 14 

Single Interviews: Children ............................................................................................................... 15 

95 / 250



iv 
 

Focus Group Interviews: Teachers .................................................................................................... 15 

Cartoon Methodology ....................................................................................................................... 15 

The participatory design framework ................................................................................................ 16 

Questionnaires .................................................................................................................................. 17 

Data Analysis ......................................................................................................................................... 18 

Thematic analysis of children’s descriptions of bullying................................................................... 18 

Quantitative analysis of children’s categorisation of bullying and non-bullying cartoons ............... 18 

Thematic analysis (quant and qual) of children’s rationales for categorisation of bullying and non-

bullying cartoons ............................................................................................................................... 19 

Qualitative and quantitative analysis of teacher’s perspectives of the anti-bullying program ........ 19 

Ethical Considerations ........................................................................................................................... 19 

Method, Sampling and Recruitment ..................................................................................................... 20 

Participants ........................................................................................................................................... 21 

School Context .................................................................................................................................. 22 

Results ............................................................................................................................................... 24 

Overarching Research Question ....................................................................................................... 24 

What do young children know and understand about bullying in an Australian early childhood 

education context? ........................................................................................................................... 24 

Research questions specific to Children (pre-test phase) ................................................................ 24 

Aggression ......................................................................................................................................... 25 

Repetition.......................................................................................................................................... 25 

Intent to Harm .................................................................................................................................. 26 

Imbalance of Power .......................................................................................................................... 26 

Research questions specific to experimental component (children – post interview) .................... 28 

Were children able to articulate the three elements of power, repetition and intent to harm 

when describing bullying? ............................................................................................................ 28 

Were children able to recognise/discern bullying behaviours from non-bullying behaviours? ... 28 

Were children able to differentiate between play or social behaviour, aggression-only 

behaviour, and bullying? ............................................................................................................... 30 

Teacher’s perspectives about co-constructing and implementing a tailored anti-bullying 

program for junior primary children and their evaluation of the process and program. ............. 32 

Teacher’s experiences with co-creating an anti-bullying program ............................................... 32 

Implementation of Lesson Plans ................................................................................................... 32 

Teacher’s perceptions of children’s engagement and learning .................................................... 33 

Teacher’s self-evaluation of their specific program ..................................................................... 36 

Teacher’s perceptions of their key learnings from being involved in this project ....................... 36 

Discussion and Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 37 

96 / 250



v 
 

What is children’s knowledge and understanding of bullying without any program intervention? 38 

To what extent does children’s knowledge and understanding of bullying increase after the 

implementation of a co-designed, context-specific anti-bullying program? .................................... 38 

What are teacher’s perspectives about co-constructing and implementing a tailored anti-bullying 

program for junior primary children and their evaluation of the process and program? ................ 40 

Limitations ............................................................................................................................................ 41 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................. 41 

Recommendations ................................................................................................................................ 42 

References ............................................................................................................................................ 43 

Appendix A ............................................................................................................................................ 47 

Appendix B ............................................................................................................................................ 48 

 

 

List of Figures 
Figure 1: Participatory Design Process Overview (Hagen et al., 2012). ................................................ 16 

Figure 2 Anti-bullying 3 Tier Intervention Model ................................................................................. 17 

Figure 3 Overview of the Research Design ........................................................................................... 20 

 

List of Tables 
Table 1: Breakdown of participants by demographic and school characteristics ................................ 21 

Table 2. School ICSEA and Category ..................................................................................................... 22 

Table 3. 3 Pre- and Post-test analysis of children’s reference to the three key elements of bullying . 28 

Table 4. Children’s pre and post mean scores when identifying bullying, aggression-only and 

prosocial/play scenarios. ...................................................................................................................... 29 

Table 5. Frequency of children’s descriptions of bullying, aggression-only, and prosocial/play 

scenarios by experimental and comparison schools. ........................................................................... 30 

Table 6. Number of anti-bullying lessons implemented across classes and schools. ........................... 32 

 

 

 

 

 

97 / 250



vi 
 

 

Abstract  
Research indicates that bullying is evident in early childhood education settings (Helgeland & Lund, 

2016; Ilola, Lempinen, Huttunen, Ristkari, & Sourander, 2016).  There is however, limited research 

about children’s understanding of bullying in early childhood, particularly in Australia, and equally, 

there are few resources and programs for early childhood educators about the topic of bullying. In 

Australia formal education about bullying does not commence until Grades 3-4 (ages 8-10 years).   

This experimental study enlisted 99 children, aged 5-8 years, from six junior primary schools in 

metropolitan and rural South Australia who participated in single interviews, to access their 

understanding of bullying. Of the six schools who participated, four schools developed and 

implemented an anti-bullying program. These are referred to in the report as ‘experimental schools’. 

Two schools participated as the control group and are referred to as ‘control schools’. Eleven 

teachers from the four experimental schools participated in co-creating a ten lesson anti-bullying 

program tailored to their school context, based on needs arising from child interview data. Children 

were re-interviewed after the program intervention with findings demonstrating that children who 

received the bullying program had a better understanding of the three elements of bullying: 

repetition, intent to harm, and power differentials. Teachers reported that children were engaged 

and appeared to enjoy the program and had an improved understanding of bullying.  They also 

reported that the program was easy to implement and aligned well with the National Health and 

Physical Education and the Keeping Safe: Child Protection Curriculum of South Australia. They 

conveyed enthusiasm in continuing to use the program with their future students. This study 

highlights that when teachers co-create unique and specific resources tailored to their children’s 

needs, and linked directly to existing curriculum, they can impact on learning about bullying and 

enhance understanding. 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction  
The prevalence of bullying in school settings has been well documented both nationally and 

internationally (Smith, 2014). Less is known about bullying in early childhood, however 

recent research suggests that all forms of bullying: physical, relational and verbal are 

present in the early years. Early intervention and education is recognised as a key factor in 

supporting the child/ren involved and reducing bullying incidents (Ey & Spears, 2017; Gillies-

Rezo & Bosacki, 2003; Storey & Slaby, 2013).  Such education commonly begins beyond 

junior primary school (age 9+), leaving younger children uninformed. Rigby and Johnson 

(2016) argue that a whole school approach is essential to nurture an anti-bullying culture in 

education settings. This proof of concept study explored young children’s understanding of 

bullying and supported teachers to develop a tailored anti-bullying education/intervention 

program specific for their class’s developmental needs and relevant to their school context.    

 

Project Aim 
The overarching aim of this project was to:  

(1) explore children’s understanding of what bullying means and  

a. whether they understood the three elements of bullying: intent to harm, 

repetition and power differential;  

(2) use the data to identify the gaps in children’s knowledge;  

(3) support the co-creation of an anti-bullying intervention and educational resource 

development suitable for use  by the early childhood sector and;  

(4) assess children’s understanding of bullying after the trial of a teacher-co-designed, 

anti-bullying program intervention.  

 

Methodology 
This proof of concept project used a mixed methods approach, utilising a convergent 

parallel design. A quasi-experimental method consisting of a cartoon methodology (Monks 

& Smith, 2006), where a series of cartoons depicting different behaviours and actions are 

shown to children, in conjunction with single interviews, was used to explore their 

understanding of bullying, pre- and post-program co-design and implementation. Data were 

analysed both qualitatively (thematic) and quantitatively (SPSS Version 24) to provide 

baseline information on young children’s understanding of bullying, so as to inform the 

development of relevant education resources suitable for use with junior primary children.  

The Participatory Design (Hagen et al., 2012) process involved researchers sharing the data 

regarding children’s understanding of bullying, with the early childhood teachers, followed 

by  discussions concerning key issues and possible relevant strategies and resources they 

might need to address the concerns raised. Researchers worked closely in collaboration with 
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these teachers to co-create an initial, context-specific (junior primary focus) anti-bullying 

suite of lessons and accompanying resources. This process entailed identifying the bullying 

issue/problem, relative to their class contexts; defining why it occurs, who it effects and the 

magnitude of the issue; and designing, planning and evaluating an intervention framework. 

 

Ethics 
This small scale project was approved by the University of South Australia Human Research 

Ethics Committee (HREC) 0000032569 and the Department for Education and Child 

Development: South Australia CS/15/00003-1.31 as an extension of a larger study exploring 

cross cultural understandings of bullying.  

 

Method, Sampling and Recruitment  
A convenience sample previously employed for the Australia-India Anti-Bullying Research 

Collaboration (AIARC): a prior study which explored understanding of bullying cross-

culturally using cartoon studies with 14 year olds (Smith et al., 2018), was approached 

initially. Four schools indicated willingness to participate in Phase 1 (interviews) of this proof 

of concept study in 2015, to explore young children’s understanding of bullying. These 

schools were subsequently contacted to participate in Phase 2 (Co-design process), which 

was funded by OMEP. Three of the four schools declined due to time constraints, with one 

agreeing to participate, but only in the re-interviewing component. This provided a 

comparison school to those who participated in Phase 2: the co-design and implementation 

of context targeted interventions.   

For Phase 2, twenty five schools with an Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage 

(ICSEA) between 910 and 941, similar to those in Phase 1, from the metropolitan and rural 

area of South Australia were identified and contacted by email with a follow-up phone call 

and invited to participate.  Five schools expressed interest and their ICSEA’s were:  910, 941, 

941, 941 and 946, indicating similarly low levels of disadvantage (compared to an “average” 

of 1000) (Department for Education and Child Development, 2015). The lead researcher met 

with the Principal and potential participating teachers to discuss the aims and significance of 

the project; including the level of participation involved for the school, the teachers, and the 

children. All five schools and leaders and twelve of the thirteen junior primary teachers who 

attended the initial meeting committed to participating. In total, from phase 1 and phase 2, 

six schools participated.   

After teachers explained the research to the children in their classes, information letters and 

consent forms were sent home. The researchers re-explained the study to the children and 

sought the child’s written and verbal consent prior to the interviews. Ninety-nine children 

from 15 classes across 6 school sites subsequently agreed to participate: 12 experimental 

classes and three comparison.   
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Key Findings 

Young children’s initial knowledge and understanding of bullying?  
When children were asked to consider and describe their understanding of bullying in the 

pre-test phase, responses showed only a basic understanding, with very few children 

demonstrating knowledge of the core bullying concepts of: repetition (n=20, 20.4%), intent 

to harm (n=12, 12.2%) or an imbalance of power (n=4, 4.1%). Just over half (n=52, 53.1%) of 

the children interviewed associated bullying with aggressive behaviour. There were no 

school differences in children’s descriptions of bullying, or between experimental and 

comparison/control schools more generally. 

When children were shown the 27 cartoons representing: bullying behaviour (n=10), non-

bullying aggressive behaviour (n=12), and prosocial/play behaviour (n=5) they showed a 

good recognition of bullying and play/prosocial behaviour. On average they correctly 

identified 9 out of 10 bullying cartoons (M = 9.42, SD = 1.17) and 4 of the 5 play/prosocial 

cartoons (M = 4.51, SD = 0.74). However, children displayed a poor understanding of non-

bullying forms of aggression: only correctly identifying slightly over 1 on average (M = 1.30, 

SD = 2.12). Children aged 8 years were more likely than 6 year-olds to correctly identify 

cartoons with non-bullying forms of aggression as not showing bullying behaviour (F(3) = 

3.725, p<0.05).  

Children’s responses concerning why they felt each cartoon did or did not display bullying, 

were analysed quantitatively according to eight dichotomous  (yes/no) variables: Intent to 

harm; Imbalance of power; Repetition; Single Incident; Aggressive behaviour; Play; 

Accidental; and, Prosocial behaviour.  

Among the 10 cartoons depicting bullying, 76 children (77.6%) identified an imbalance of 

power in at least one or more cartoons, while a further 64 identified repetitive behaviours 

(65.3%), and 94 (95.9%) the use of aggression. None of the children mentioned the intent to 

cause harm in their description of the bullying cartoons. 

For the 12 cartoons depicting non-bullying forms of aggression, 97 students (99.0%) 

mentioned the use of aggression in their descriptions, while 33 (33.7%) mentioned intent to 

harm, 31 (31.6%) an imbalance of power, and 20 (20.4%) repetitive behaviour. An additional 

15 students (15.3%) identified at least one of these cartoons as being a singular incident. 

Eight year-olds were more likely than other children to recognise that these cartoons 

showed single incidents (X2
(3) = 16.416; p<0.005; ASR = -2.9), and also an intent to harm on 

the part of the perpetrator (X2
(3) = 10.775; p<0.05; ASR = 2.3).  

Almost all children referred to prosocial (n = 96, 98.0%) or play-like behaviour (n = 85, 

86.7%) when explaining why the play or prosocial cartoons were not bullying.  

This pre-test phase demonstrates that children had a limited understanding of the key 

elements of bullying when they were asked to describe bullying. They appeared to have a 

sound understanding of bullying and play/prosocial cartoon scenarios, however showed 

some confusion when classifying the aggression-only cartoons; with many children labelling 

these as bullying.   Children drew on some elements of bullying when explaining why they 
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classified bullying and aggression-only cartoons as bullying. However this was more evident 

when justifying bullying cartoons.   

 

Does a co-designed, tailored intervention/program make a difference to children’s 

knowledge and understanding?  
Following the implementation of the anti-bullying program within the experimental schools, 

all post-test children were again asked to describe how bullying was understood by them. 

Similar to the pre-test, almost half of the children related aggression to bullying (n=48, 

51.1%). In contrast to the pre-test, where fewer than 20% of children included core 

concepts within their definition, at post-test, 42 (44.7%), identified repetition 25 (26.6%) an 

intent to harm, and 12 (12.8%) an imbalance of power. 

When categorising the cartoon scenarios, as found in the pre-test, children showed a good 

recognition of bullying and play/prosocial cartoons. Again, recognition was poor in relation 

to non-bullying aggressive behaviour. Within the experimental group, pre-test children 

correctly identified 9.32 bullying cartoons and 1.16 non-bullying aggression cartoons on 

average, while at post-test, this slightly increased to an average of 9.38 for the bullying 

cartoons, and 1.89 for the non-bullying aggression cartoons. When assessed against the 

comparison group there was some evidence of improvement. At post-test, students from 

the comparison group only correctly identified 0.30 non-bullying aggressive cartoons on 

average, while students from the experimental group identified 1.89 (F(1) = 10.598, 

p<0.005). This indicates that although the experimental group children did not improve in 

their ability to recognise bullying behaviour, they were more able to discern non-bullying 

forms of aggression than those in the comparison group.  

Children’s descriptions of the cartoons at post-test also showed some changes over time. 

Among the 10 cartoons depicting bullying scenarios, 81 (87.1%) children identified an 

imbalance of power in at least one or more cartoons, while 63 (67.7%) identified repetitive 

behaviour, 87 (93.5%) the use of aggression, and 8 (8.6%) an intent to harm. Children in the 

experimental group were significantly more likely to refer to repetitive behaviour in their 

descriptions than children in the comparison group at post-test (X2
(1) = 9.001; p<0.005). 

Considering the 12 non-bullying aggression cartoons, 91 students (97.8%) mentioned the 

use of aggression in their descriptions, while 30 (32.3%) mentioned an intent to harm, 19 

(20.4%) a singular incident, 13 (14.0%) repetitive behaviour and 8 (8.6%) an imbalance of 

power. Children in the experimental group were more likely to state that the non-bullying 

aggression cartoons described singular incidents (X2
(1) = 11.371; p<0.005) than participants 

from the comparison group at post-test.  

For the 5 cartoons depicting play or prosocial behaviours, almost all children identified 

prosocial behaviour (n = 91; 97.8%) or play-like behaviour (n = 89; 95.7%) in their 

descriptions. There was no variation by either sex, age or school, and no change over time 

according to whether children were in the experimental or comparison group. 

102 / 250



5 
 

Comparisons of pre- and post-test responses to the 27 cartoons presented to participants 

showed some significant improvement over time within the experimental group, compared 

to the control group.  

When presented with the 10 bullying cartoons, children in the experimental group at post-

test were significantly more likely to identify an intent to harm compared to children in 

comparison schools, or those who had responded at the pre-test (X2
(3) = 11.862; p<0.01; ASR 

= 3.4).  

There was some change in children’s descriptions of non-bullying aggressive behaviour over 

time. Post-test participants in the experimental group were significantly more likely to 

identify that the non-bullying aggressive cartoons identified singular incidents compared to 

children in comparison schools, or those who had responded at the pre-test (X2
(3) = 13.544; 

p<0.005; ASR = 3.1). Furthermore, these children were also less likely to state that the 

cartoons depicted an imbalance of power compared to those in the comparison group or at 

pre-test (X2
(3) = 25.242; p<0.001; ASR = -2.3). 

Overall, these findings demonstrate that children who had participated in the anti-bullying 

program had a considerable increased understanding about bullying in their descriptions. 

Children’s explanations for why they classified bullying scenarios as bullying showed a 

significant increase in their understanding of the relevance of intent to harm, imbalance of 

power, and repetition in relation to bullying. Although many children still misclassified 

aggression-only scenarios as bullying, more children were able to identify these scenarios as 

single incidents.     

 

How effective do teachers think co-constructing and implementing a tailored anti-

bullying program in junior primary is? 
Of the 12 teachers who implemented the anti-bullying program in this concept study, the 

majority (n = 9) were able to implement eight or more lessons, two implemented seven 

lessons and one was only able to implement four. 

The teachers who were unable to implement all 10 lessons (n=7) reported time and 

interruptions as a major barrier. Interruptions included a school evacuation, events such as 

PE week and swimming week and the lateness of the actual implementation (term 4) of the 

program.  Half of the teachers (n = 6) reported merging lesson topics to try to get as many 

lesson plans completed as possible.  

All teachers indicated that the lessons they had planned and co-designed were easy to 

implement and aligned well with the Australian Curriculum, particularly the PE and Health 

components and the South Australian Keeping Safe: Child Protection Curriculum. Two 

teachers discussed a need to modify some of the activities and the language to suit their 

age-group (both had reception classes), with one of these teachers expressing some 

difficulty in balancing the lessons to assist progression and understanding for children who 

had missed previous lessons.   
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All teachers (N=12) reported that the anti-bullying unit was received well by children and 

that they were actively engaged and enjoyed the activities. One teacher however stated 

that her class was less engaged by the end of the unit; she had implemented all 10 lessons. 

Another teacher reported that some activities were ‘too close to home for some children 

which saw withdrawal (one-on-one talk implemented)’. (R-2 teacher) 

Teachers thought the lessons relating to understanding of bullying: power, intent to harm, 

and repetition (n = 5); the conflict versus bullying lessons (n = 6) (sorting scenarios into 

developmentally normal conflict, fighting or being mean and specific bullying scenarios) and 

bystander versus defender lesson (n = 2) worked particularly well. Six teachers reported 

some difficulties in relation to some topics.  

All teachers (N = 12) reported that they thought the implementation of their anti-bullying 

program was beneficial to children’s understanding of bullying. Specific learning they 

mentioned included understanding the difference between conflict and bullying, having a 

greater understanding of the three elements of bullying; power, intent to harm, and 

repetition and being able to label these, understanding that conflict is normal, having the 

confidence to seek help (speak to an adult) if they are being bullied or see others getting 

bullied.  

 

Teacher’s self-evaluation of their specific program 
All teachers (N = 12) reported that they would implement this/their program again. Two 

teachers said they would run the program exactly the same, whilst the other 10 discussed 

potential changes to improve the program itself and the timing of the delivery.  

Overall, all teachers reported that they thought co-constructing and implementing an anti-

bullying program for junior primary children was effective, well received by children and 

beneficial to children’s learning. Some lessons were preferred over others and teachers 

needed to navigate challenges at times, but nevertheless, all teachers were enthusiastic to 

continually improve and use the program with future students.   

 

Conclusion 
This research has demonstrated that when educators work collaboratively to develop and 

implement a context specific anti-bullying program, children’s understanding of bullying 

terminology and bullying behaviours is enhanced. The results of this proof of concept study 

suggests that more needs to be done to further develop children’s recognition of bullying 

versus aggression-only behaviours, to build on children’s understanding.   

If we are to successfully intervene in preventing bullying in education settings, then 

awareness and education must commence with our youngest children so as to build shared 

understanding throughout the education community. Early intervention and education can 

prevent bullying behaviour from occurring in educational settings and as such should begin 

in early childhood (Ey & Spears, 2017; Gillies-Rezo & Bosacki, 2003; Storey & Slaby, 2013). A 
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whole school approach is recommended to generate a school community committed to 

wellbeing. Slade and Griffith (2013) claim that schools that are committed to the wellbeing 

of their students frequently report positive outcomes including improved student academic 

achievement, reduced risk-taking and bullying behaviour, reduced absenteeism, and 

enhanced positive school climate and school-community culture.  

 

Recommendations  
• To create an effective anti-bullying program, teachers should be involved in 

developing their own and student knowledges through the co-creation of a tailored 

anti-bullying program around the issues within their context to make the content of 

their program meaningful and educative.  

• To reduce bullying behaviours in schools, early intervention and education is 

recommended to support children’s understanding. Such education should begin in 

reception (age 5 years).  

• Particularly for young children, bullying programs should involve explicit teaching 

about bullying including providing children with the right terminology to enable 

them to understand bullying behaviours and teach children to differentiate between 

bullying and developmentally normal conflict, fighting and aggression.  

• Providing children with the vocabulary can also allow children to accurately express 

themselves and the behaviours they are experiencing/witnessing.   

• Tailored anti-bullying units need to be ongoing as part of the health curriculum to 

build on children's understanding as they develop.  

• Translate this research into practice through providing an action research model 

whereby teachers can gather their own pre- and post-test data, and then create 

their own 10 week program, tailored to the needs of their class. 

• The resource developed from this research can be a foundation for early childhood 

educators to gain ideas for planning a tailored anti-bullying program and also build a 

library of resources for junior primary educators. 

• The focus on play based learning in many of the materials constructed for the anti-

bullying resource can be used to provide opportunities for play based learning about 

bullying in kindergartens 

• Use the findings from this exploratory study to initiate further research with a larger 

sample, where the participatory co-design method can be further tested and 

validated. 

• To include a delayed (3-6 month) post-test to examine whether children’s 

understanding has been maintained.  
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Introduction 
 

Rationale 
The definition of  bullying remains contested amongst researchers, however Dan Olweus’ 

criteria for bullying is the most widely accepted (Saracho, 2016). He defines bullying as an 

aggressive behaviour repeatedly inflicted upon another with an intent to harm, which is also 

characterised by an imbalance of power (Olweus, 1994). Research with primary school aged 

children and young people identify that school bullying is a significant social problem 

impacting children and adolescents across all parts of the world (Hong & Espelage, 2012). 

Although there is limited research conducted with young children, there is evidence that 

bullying is prevalent in early childhood education settings (Camodeca, Caravita, & Coppola, 

2015; Helgeland & Lund, 2016; Ilola et al., 2016; Kirves & Sajaniemi, 2012; Monks, Ruiz, & 

Val, 2002; Monks, Smith, & Swettenham, 2005; Perren & Alsaker, 2006; Repo & Sajaniemi, 

2015; Rose et al., 2014; Vlachou, Andreou, Botsoglou, & Didaskalou, 2011; Vlachou, 

Botsoglou, & Andreou, 2014).  Storey and Slaby (2013) argue that early childhood settings 

can play an important role in educating children and parents about bullying, in order to 

foster and support children’s social and emotional development from an early age.    

In Australia, there are limited resources or programs available specifically tailored for early 

childhood children. The challenge is that not enough is known about young children’s 

understanding of bullying, as they conflate bullying with all forms of rough and tumble play, 

conflict, and aggression (Ey & Spears, 2017; Helgeland & Lund, 2016; Monks & Smith, 2006).  

 

The Study 
This commissioned research into young children’s knowledge and understanding of bullying 

engaged young children and teachers from schools in the metropolitan area of South 

Australia in a proof of concept study. 

The study explored children’s understanding of bullying to inform a participatory co-design 

process whereby researchers and teachers collaborated on designing tailored interventions 

and developing resources in relation to the knowledge revealed. Each resource developed 

was connected to the Australian Health and Physical Education curriculum, The Australian 

Arts Curriculum, the Australian English Curriculum, and the Australian Capabilities 

Document of the Australian Curriculum.  

The ultimate goal was for teachers to develop an anti-bullying education program tailored 

to their class and school’s context, and to subsequently increase their knowledge through 

that process. In addition, the aim was to collate all resources co-created by the teachers for 

their individual classes, into an anti-bullying package which can be accessed through OMEP 
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by other early childhood teachers both nationally and internationally. Resources can 

subsequently be modified and tailored to accommodate children in preschool settings.  

Aims: 
This small scale exploratory study aimed to: 

1. explore young children’s understanding of bullying, in particular, their understanding 

of the three elements of bullying: intent to harm, repetition, and power differentials;  

2. support early childhood teachers to co-create age-appropriate anti-bullying 

education resources specific to the needs of the children in their class and school 

context; and  

3. assess and compare children’s understanding of bullying after an anti-bullying 

program intervention to explore whether children’s understanding of bullying had 

altered. 

  

School Contexts  
The Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) is a scale which allows for 

“fair and reasonable comparisons among schools with similar students”. ICSEA provides “an 

indication of the socio-educational backgrounds of students”(ACARA, 2015), and  is set at an 

average of 1000. Those schools with scores below or above, have lower or higher levels of 

socio-educational advantage respectively. 

 Twenty five schools with an Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) 

between 910 and 950 indicating settings which have unique challenges, were approached 

for recruitment purposes, with six agreeing to participate in a two phase process: (1) to 

interview children about their knowledge and understanding of bullying pre-and post the 

implementation of a program; and (2) to co-design a context-specific suite of lessons in 

relation to their understanding. Two schools acted as a comparison school, opting to not 

participate in the second phase of the study: to co-design a tailored intervention for the 

teacher’s class context.  

 

Context and Background 

Prevalence of Bullying 
Bullying is a globally recognised phenomenon that has significant impacts on children’s 

educational outcomes and their physical, mental and general wellbeing (Slee, 2016; Spears 

et al., 2017; United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2017). Globally, 

‘it is estimated that 246 million children and adolescents experience school violence in some 

form every year… and that bullying is the most common form’ (United Nations Educational 

Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2017, p. 12). Prevalence of bullying rates across the 

globe is difficult to determine. The United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (2017) (UNESCO) collaborates numerous studies conducted in multiple 
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countries to provide a snapshot of bullying rates internationally. The most recent research 

was a 2016 UNICEF opinion poll enlisting 100,000 young people across 18 countries, finding 

that two thirds of respondents reported being a victim of bullying (United Nations 

Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2017).  

Of all the studies cited by the UNESCO, there were no studies inclusive of children under the 

age of nine years, highlighting the limited research around bullying in early childhood. In 

Australia, research has found that approximately 25% of students in years four to nine (aged 

8-14 years) reported being a victim of bullying at school every week or more often (Cross et 

al., 2009). To date there has been no large scale studies conducted on the prevalence of 

bullying in early childhood internationally or in Australia. There are however some small 

scale studies conducted internationally suggesting that bullying emerges in early childhood 

(Camodeca et al., 2015; Helgeland & Lund, 2016; Ilola et al., 2016; Kirves & Sajaniemi, 2012; 

Monks et al., 2002; Monks et al., 2005; Perren & Alsaker, 2006; Repo & Sajaniemi, 2015; 

Rose et al., 2014; Vlachou et al., 2011; Vlachou et al., 2014). 

 

Impacts of Bullying 
Children who experience or are involved in bullying are vulnerable to social, physiological, 

psychological, educational, behavioural, and adjustment problems which commonly persist 

into adulthood if overlooked (Bistrong, Bradshaw, & Morin, 2016; Vlachou et al., 2011). 

More specifically, children involved in bullying are more likely than uninvolved children to 

be socially rejected and isolated (Vlachou et al., 2011), and experience negative emotions 

such as feeling sad, frightened, upset or angry (Rigby & Johnson, 2016; Storey & Slaby, 

2013). Physiologically, bullying can impact neurological development and brain functioning, 

especially when children experience bullying in early childhood (Bistrong et al., 2016). 

Bullying can also cause low self-esteem, anxiety and depression (Lodge, 2014; Perren & 

Alsaker, 2006; Williams, Smith, & Winters, 2016). Victims of bullying may experience 

physical symptoms, such as headaches or stomach aches (Storey & Slaby, 2013), which may 

be a result of anxiety.   

Bullying in education settings may significantly impact children’s educational experiences 

and learning outcomes, with children finding difficult to concentrate or cope with 

schoolwork, reduced academic achievement, higher absenteeism rates and lower school 

activity participation for children involved in bullying (Rigby & Johnson, 2016; United 

Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2017). Bullying behaviour has been 

associated with impulsivity, high levels of aggressive behaviour and conduct disorders, such 

as oppositional defiant disorder.  

Without intervention, children who bully may develop stable and persistent bullying 

behaviour  (Storey & Slaby, 2013). Of particular concern is the development of behavioural 

and psychological problems later in life if bullying is not addressed in childhood. Lodge 

(2014) argues that children who experience or are involved in bullying are vulnerable to 

depression, delinquency, alcohol and drug addictions and criminal offending. Early 
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intervention in bullying can lessen social and economic cost (Repo & Sajaniemi, 2015; 

United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2017). 

 

Influences on Bullying 
Children enter early education settings with a history of experiences which shape how they 

interact with their peers. Children who have experienced abuse, been exposed to family 

violence or have had direct experiences with aggressive behaviours are more likely to be 

involved in bullying behaviours (Storey & Slaby, 2013). Children’s individual characteristics 

and social cognitive skills may also contribute to them engaging in bullying behaviours. For 

example Vlachou et al. (2011) suggest that children who possess impulsive, controlling, or 

aggressive temperaments, or have poor socio-emotional skills are more likely to engage in 

bullying behaviours than those who have easy temperaments and well development self-

regulation and empathy. Children with well-developed emotion understanding have been 

found to take on the role of defender when in a bullying situation (Camodeca & Coppola, 

2016).  Fink, Patalay, Sharpe, and Wolpert (2016) found that boys engaged more in bullying 

behaviours, as did children who were on school card, children with special education needs 

and children who belonged to no-dominant ethnicity groups. These results were supported 

by others who also found boys were more involved in bullying than girls (Repo & Sajaniemi, 

2015; Verlinden et al., 2014) and children with special education needs were more 

vulnerable to engaging in bullying and being victimised by bullies (Mishna, 2003).  School 

climate (less school connectedness and school support) was also found to be an important 

predictor of school bullying (Fink et al., 2016).  

 

 Applying Bullying to Early Childhood  
When discussing bullying in early childhood settings, we need to proceed with caution and 

take children’s development into account (Pepler & Cummings, 2016; Williams et al., 2016). 

By the age of two years, two distinct forms of age-appropriate aggression emerge. 

Instrumental aggression, which is defined as an unemotional attack to achieve a goal (e.g. 

defend their possessions or territory, such as snatching back a toy or refusing to share with 

no intent to harm) and reactive aggression (e.g. hitting a person who took their toy) (Berk, 

2013; Williams et al., 2016). Perspective taking, understanding what actions may inflict 

physical or emotional pain, does not fully emerge until between the ages of 4-7 years, which 

means that interpreting a behaviour as intentional for young children must be done with 

care and with a clear understanding of a child’s social and emotional skills (Williams et al., 

2016). Power differential and repetition are far easier to observe. Additionally, research has 

demonstrated that children confuse bullying with fighting and conflict (Ey & Spears, 2017; 

Monks & Smith, 2006) which may lead to children over-reporting bullying. It is important 

that educators apply Olweus’ (1994) three elements of bullying when identifying bullying 

behaviours in early childhood settings and also to educate children to differentiate between 

developmentally normal conflict and bullying to avoid over-reporting and distinctions 

between the behaviours(Ey & Spears, 2017).  
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Educating young children about Bullying 
Early intervention and education can prevent bullying behaviour from occurring and such 

approaches should begin in early childhood (Ey & Spears, 2017; Gillies-Rezo & Bosacki, 2003; 

Storey & Slaby, 2013).  

Research specific to Australia found that most schools believed in educative, rather than 

punitive approaches to address bullying (Rigby & Johnson, 2016). Educative approaches 

discussed included promoting and teaching pro-social behaviours, building student 

resilience, employing conflict resolution and peer mediation methods, and explicit teaching 

of practical strategies to respond to bullying, such as reporting (Rigby & Johnson, 2016). 

Some Australian schools are using specific programs such the Friendly Schools Program and 

versions of the Social and Emotional Learning Program, however many schools are drawing 

on resources, such as the National Safe Schools Framework or National Centre Against 

Bullying to inform their own programming to address bullying, which do not provide a 

specific educational program (Rigby & Johnson, 2016). In the early childhood sector, 

character education (Freeman, 2014), values education and social justice (Freeman, 2014; 

Söderström & Löfdahl Hultman, 2017), social competency and social skills building (Gillies-

Rezo & Bosacki, 2003; Sims-Schouten, 2015), developing self-worth and self-esteem (Gillies-

Rezo & Bosacki, 2003), using picture books and role play to help children recognise bullies 

and victims (Freeman, 2014; Gillies-Rezo & Bosacki, 2003), and providing children with the 

vocabulary to  support their understanding of bullying versus conflict (Ey & Spears, 2017) 

are all recommended strategies to prevent bullying and support children’s understanding.   

 Slade and Griffith (2013) claim that schools that are committed to the wellbeing of their 

students’ frequently report positive outcomes including improved student academic 

achievement, reduced risk-taking and bullying behaviour, reduced absenteeism, and 

enhanced positive school climate and school-community culture. Providing children with an 

anti-bullying education in the early years may reduce bullying incidents and therefore 

impacts.  

 

Research Questions 
The following research questions provide the focus for this report. 

What do young children know and understand about bullying in a South Australian early 

childhood education context?  

1. What is children’s knowledge and understanding of bullying without any program 

intervention? 

2. To what extent does children’s knowledge and understanding of bullying 

increase/change after the implementation of an anti-bullying program?  

3. What are teacher’s perspectives about co-constructing and implementing a tailored 

anti-bullying program for junior primary children and their evaluation of the process 

and program? 
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Methodology 
This research was designed to explore young children’s understanding of bullying and 

then to work collaboratively with early childhood teachers to create a ten lesson anti-

bullying program tailored to their class and school context, based on needs arising from 

child interview data.  A quasi-experimental method employed a pre- and post-test 

design where some children received an anti-bullying program and others did not. 

Consisting of single interviews and a cartoon methodology (Monks & Smith, 2006) initial 

and post intervention data were collected face-to-face with the children. 

 Using the children’s data concerning their knowledge and understanding of bullying to 

inform teachers’ understanding of their own classes, teachers then participated in focus 

group interviews to explore their perceptions of bullying within their school context and 

discuss their needs as an educator to address bullying. A Participatory Design 

Framework (See Figure 1) was employed to co-create integrated anti-bullying 

interventions and related resource development specific to their class and school 

contexts. Early childhood teachers also completed a questionnaire to evaluate their 

experiences and program.  

Including children in this research positions children’s voice at the centre. The United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), states that all signatories are 

obliged to provide children with the opportunity to impart their voice about topics 

which concern them (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 

2010).  

This research employed a mixed methods approach, utilising a convergent parallel 

design to explore children’s understanding of bullying; and to support early childhood 

educators to develop an anti-bullying program tailored to their class and school context. 

Employing both qualitative and quantitative methods will enable a more complex 

understanding of a social problem, than one approach alone (Creswell, 2012). In this 

study, the quantitative data provided valuable information about the outcomes that 

were being tested and the qualitative data contributed a more in-depth comprehension 

of participant’s understanding and perspectives (Palinkas et al., 2015).  The convergent 

parallel design views quantitative and qualitative data as equal sources of information. 

The data is collected concurrently and analysed separately. The results from both of the 

datasets are then compared to determine whether they yield similar or dissimilar results 

to support interpretation (Creswell, 2012). The strength in using a mixed methods 

approach, utilising a convergent parallel design, is that it converges both quantitative 

and qualitative methods in which the strengths of one method offsets the weaknesses in 

the other (Creswell, 2012). 

In total, 15 junior primary classes, from six schools, participated in the study. Twelve 

classes opted to be in the experimental group and three in the comparison group. The 

experimental group was defined by the independent variable of engagement in the anti-

bullying program. The comparison group were not provided any co-design professional 

development, and this was by choice due to time constraints and programming. They 
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were provided with the data from their students and opportunities afterwards to access 

the materials and resources created by the teacher participants.  

 

Quasi Experimental research 
Quasi experimental designs allow researchers to separate homogenous groups of 

children into an experimental and comparison group to test an intervention program 

(Creswell, 2012). In this instance junior primary children from schools with similar 

ICSEA’s participated, ensuring similar socio-economic contexts.   A repeated measures 

design was undertaken: children aged five to eight years (Palinkas et al., 2015) were 

interviewed before and after a suite of up to 10 lessons were taught by their class 

teachers. The lessons and order of content was determined through the co-design 

sessions offered in collaboration with the researchers and the children’s data about their 

understanding of bullying.  

Students in the comparison schools were interviewed twice, relying on what was 

normally occurring in their school settings in relation to education about bullying.  

 

Interviews 
Interview methods were used to obtain children’s understanding of bullying pre- and 

post-intervention. Burns (2000) claims that interviews are a valuable method when 

‘extensive data is required on a small number of topics’ (p. 362). Applying an interview 

method is particularly effective when working with children because it allows questions 

to be repeated or reworded to ensure understanding (Parkinson, 2001). Face-to-face 

interviews with children provide opportunities for the interviewer to seek more 

information or clarify responses (Graziano & Raulin, 2010), and to examine children’s 

expression and body language, providing further ‘information that a written response 

would not conceal’ (Bell, 2010 p. 161). Children’s tone of voice and expression were 

noted to support the data analysis.  

The interview schedule used for children was semi-structured, allowing the direction of 

the interview focus to be maintained whilst permitting flexibility and adaptability. The 

researcher can follow-up ideas, explore responses, and investigate motives and feelings 

to clearly obtain the child’s perception (Bell, 2010; Formosinho & Araujo, 2006). 

According to Curtin (2000), having some structure facilitates the flow of the interview , 

particularly when interviewing children. Burns (2000) adds that the openness and 

informality of semi-structured interviews often means the researcher spends more time 

with participants, which increases rapport and optimises equality in relationships. A 

combination of closed and open-ended questions were used in the interview schedule 

to seek children’s explanations: of what they understood about bullying generally; and 

their views of whether each cartoon scenario was or was not bullying; and their 

rationale for their answer. See Appendix A for the children’s interview schedule.  
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Single Interviews: Children 
Single interviews with young children are increasingly being recognised as a constructive 

method to obtain children’s perceptions (Danby, Ewing, & Thorpe, 2011; Ey, 2016), 

‘particularly when investigating issues which children may consider to be personal or 

sensitive’(Ey, 2016, p. 37). Single interviews offer children the opportunity to share their 

views in confidence and without peer influence, whilst also providing a situation where 

the researcher is able to demonstrate interest and value in what children are saying 

(Bell, 2010; Griffin et al., 2014), increasing children’s likelihood of expressing their 

opinions (Punch, 2002). The single interview research method has been successfully 

employed with young children (Ey, 2016; Harcourt, 2011; Irwin & Johnson, 2005) from 

two years of age (Einarsdottir, 2007).  

Apart from three children, each child in this study answered all the interview questions, 

with many children providing extensive responses. One of these children had an 

expressive language disorder and was unable to discuss his rationale for his decisions, 

one was a selective mute and the other asked to leave half way through one of his two 

interviews.    

 

Focus Group Interviews: Teachers 
Once the pre-test data was collected from children, the researchers met with the 

participating teachers in groups of two to eight participants, to gather information 

about: their perceptions of the school context; their concerns about bullying in their 

settings; what problems they perceived this causes for the school, parents, children and 

teachers; and what they would like to be able to do to address bullying effectively.. 

Focus groups are effective in collecting a shared understanding from several individuals 

as well as obtaining perceptions from specific people. They work particularly well when 

interviewees belong to an homogenous group (Creswell, 2012), in this instance, junior 

primary teachers.   

  

Cartoon Methodology 
When working with young children it is important to include child-centred research 

methods. These include: visual methods (drawing, photos, performance) (Johnson, 

Pfister, & Vindrola-Padros, 2012); video vignettes; or the use of visual prompts or toys 

(Davis, 1998); in conjunction with semi-structured interviews and observations (Morgan, 

Gibbs, Maxwell, & Britten, 2002). These approaches support children in actively 

participating in the research process, and they have proven to be effective (Davis, 1998; 

Ey, 2016; Morrow & Richards, 1996). The cartoon method developed and successfully 

employed by Monks and Smith (2006) provided visual prompts and written narratives to 

support children’s understanding and assist their interpretation. Children used both the 

visual prompt of the cartoon and the written description/narrative to interpret 27 

cartoon scenarios and decided whether the cartoon was bullying or not bullying. They 

then were invited to explain their rationale for their categorisation. In total, children 
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were shown 10 scenarios which depicted bullying behaviour, 12 scenarios depicting 

aggression-only behaviours and five scenarios depicting play or pro-social behaviour.  

See Appendix B. 

 

The participatory design framework 
The participatory design framework underpinned the overall project and the 

development of the lesson plan and resources. .  

It involved:  

• Identifying the problem;  

• Defining the magnitude of the problem and why it occurs;  

• Designing an intervention; planning an evaluation framework and;  

• Evaluating the impact and outcome (see Figure 1).   

 

 

 

Figure 1: Participatory Design Process Overview (Hagen et al., 2012).  

Strategies used to develop the anti-bullying program during the co-design phase included 

consideration of how their proposed class-based intervention might operate within a tiered 

whole school to individual approach, focusing on strengths, (i.e. whole community, class and 

individual strategies), such as that depicted in Figure 2. (See Figure 2.); a modified Q sort 

activity whereby teachers collectively determined the order of topics to be 

covered/addressed during the ten week program (and brainstorming/mind mapping and 

adding further topics in response to the data or the school context. Teachers then 

proceeded to design specific lessons and accompanying resources to explicitly teach about 

the concepts and language of, for example: bullying, conflict, relationships, and friendships. 

The aim was to implement 10 lessons over a full school term. The broad topics addressed 

related to the areas deemed relevant to their contexts. 
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Figure 2 Anti-bullying 3 Tier Intervention Model 

 

Questionnaires 
Questionnaires are a particularly useful method for gathering information from extensive 

and dispersed number of people about their experiences, attitudes, opinions or knowledge. 

They commonly employ a mix of quantitative and qualitative questions (McGuirk & O'Neill, 

2016).  Providing that written questionnaires are designed rigorously and provide clear 

instructions and well-defined questions they do not require researchers to implement them 

(Graziano & Raulin, 2010), thus providing  participants with time and privacy to develop  

considered responses (McGuirk & O'Neill, 2016). Utilising a questionnaire method to seek 

teacher’s experiences with and opinions of the bullying program was the least disruptive 

way to collect data from a group of busy professionals. All teachers (N = 12) who 

participated in the co-design/experimental aspect of the research answered 12 open ended 

and two closed questions about: how they constructed the intervention program; whether 

they were able to implement the whole program; strengths and barriers of the program; 
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children’s engagement; lessons that worked particularly well or did not work very well; how 

they thought the program may have benefited children; if there were any risks involved in 

the delivery of the program; whether they would implement the program again and if so 

whether they would do anything different; and what they have learnt from the experience.   

For Phase 2, twenty five schools with an Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage 

(ICSEA) between 910 and 941, similar to those in Phase 1, from the metropolitan and rural 

area of South Australia were identified and contacted by email with a follow-up phone call 

and invited to participate.  Five schools expressed interest and their ICSEA’s were:  910, 941, 

941, 941 and 946, indicating similarly low levels of disadvantage (compared to an “average” 

of 1000) (Department for Education and Child Development, 2015).. The lead researcher 

met with the Principal and potential participating teachers to discuss the aims and 

significance of the project; including the level of participation involved for the school, the 

teachers, and the children. All five schools and leaders and twelve of the thirteen junior 

primary teachers who attended the initial meeting committed to participating. In total, from 

phase 1 and phase 2, six schools participated.   

After teachers explained the research to the children in their classes, information letters and 

consent forms were sent home. The researchers re-explained the study to the children and 

sought the child’s written and verbal consent prior to the interviews. Ninety-nine children 

from 15 classes across 6 school sites subsequently. 

 

Data Analysis  

Thematic analysis of children’s descriptions of bullying  

Before being presented with the cartoons, children were asked to describe their 

understanding of bullying. Children’s statements were then thematically analysed according 

to three a priori key concepts/themes involved in the formal definition: Intent to harm; 

imbalance of power; and repetition. To determine correct identification of the behaviour 

shown in the scenarios, responses were dichotomously coded as correct /incorrect. 

Quantitative analyses were performed using chi-squared tests of association, which 

explored relationships  between participants according to key variables: sex, age, school, 

experimental or control group, and time (pre-test vs post-test). Significant associations were 

identified using adjusted standardised residuals.   

 

Quantitative analysis of children’s categorisation of bullying and non-bullying cartoons 
For the cartoon task, children were presented with 27 cartoons which depicted a variety of 

situations. These cartoons could be categorised as either bullying (10 cartoons), non-

bullying forms of aggression (12 cartoons) or play/prosocial behaviour (5 cartoons). Each 

participant was asked whether the cartoon displayed bullying, with responses coded as 

either ‘Yes’ (the cartoon depicts bullying), or ‘No’ (the cartoon does not depict bullying). 

Responses were summed for each set of cartoons (bullying/non-bullying aggression/play), 

giving each participant a total score, representing the number of cartoons they had correctly 
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interpreted within each category. These scores were analysed in relation to children’s age, 

sex, school, experimental or control group and time using one-way Analysis of Variance 

(ANOVA).  

 

Thematic analysis (quant and qual) of children’s rationales for categorisation of 

bullying and non-bullying cartoons 
After asking whether each cartoon depicted bullying or not, children were asked to explain 

the reason for their answer. Responses were thematically analysed and coded according to 

eight key characteristics: Intent to harm; Imbalance of power; Repetition; Single Incident; 

Aggressive behaviour; Play; Accidental; and, Prosocial behaviour. Dichotomous variables 

relating to each of these characteristics were computed for each set of cartoons 

(bullying/non-bullying aggression/play). Comparisons by age, sex, school, comparison or 

experimental group and time were performed using chi-squared tests of associations. 

Additional comparisons according to experimental/control group and time (pre- vs post-

test) were performed using 2x2 contingency tables, and assessed through chi-squared tests 

of association. 

 

Qualitative and quantitative analysis of teacher’s perspectives of the anti-bullying 

program 
Teachers’ questionnaires consisted of 12 open-ended questions and 2 closed questions.  An 

inductive thematic analysis was conducted on the open-ended responses (Vaismoradi, 

Turunen, & Bondas, 2013). The patterns that emerged from teachers’ responses were 

reported as descriptives to provide a detailed account of the data (Vaismoradi et al., 2013).  

 

Ethical Considerations 
This project was approved by the University of South Australia Human Research Ethics 

Committee (HREC): approval number 0000032569, and the Department for Education and 

Child Development South Australia (DECD): approval number CS/15/00003-1.31.  

Obtaining informed participant consent is a critical factor in the research process, including 

gaining consent from children.  Information and consent forms were distributed to 

principals, teachers and parents. These forms outlined the purpose of the study, how the 

participants will be involved, ethical details about participant’s rights and confidentiality, 

and contact details of the researchers and the University of South Australia’s ethics officer.  

The research was explained to children by the classroom teachers and again by the 

researchers upon data collection to ensure children’s informed consent. Principals, teachers, 

parents and children all provided written consent. 
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Method, Sampling and Recruitment 
A convenience sample previously employed for the Australia-India Anti-Bullying Research 

Collaboration (AIARC): a prior study which explored understanding of bullying cross-

culturally using cartoon studies with 14 year olds (Smith et al., 2018), was approached 

initially. Four schools indicated willingness to participate in Phase 1 (interviews) of this pilot 

study in 2015, to explore young children’s understanding of bullying. These schools were 

subsequently contacted to participate in Phase 2 (Co-design process), which was funded by 

OMEP. Three schools declined due to time constraints, with one agreeing to participate, but 

only in the re-interviewing component. This provided a comparison school to those who 

participated in Phase 2: the co-design and implementation of context targeted 

interventions.   

For Phase 2, twenty five schools with an Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage 

(ICSEA) between 910 and 941, similar to those in Phase 1, from the metropolitan and rural 

area of South Australia were identified and contacted by email with a follow-up phone call 

and invited to participate.  Five schools expressed interest and their ICSEA’s were:  910, 941, 

941, 941 and 946, indicating similarly low levels of disadvantage (compared to an “average” 

of 1000) (Department for Education and Child Development, 2015). The lead researcher met 

with the Principal and potential participating teachers to discuss the aims and significance of 

the project; including the level of participation involved for the school, the teachers, and the 

children. All five schools and leaders and twelve of the thirteen junior primary teachers who 

attended the initial meeting committed to participating. In total, from phase 1 and phase 2, 

six schools participated.   

 

 

 

Figure 3 Overview of the Research Design 

Total Participants

Six Schools 
99 children aged 5-8 years 

M= 6.5 years SD .940
15 Early Childhood Teachers

Phase 2 - Targeted Recruitment Process

Purposive Sample of 25 
Schools

ICSEA Index 910-941 5 schools conflirmed

Phase 1

Initial Convenience Sample of 4 schools 3 declined - 1 confirmed 
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After teachers explained the research to the children in their classes, information letters and 

consent forms were sent home. The researchers re-explained the study to the children and 

sought the child’s written and verbal consent prior to the interviews. Ninety-nine children 

from 15 classes across 6 school sites subsequently agreed to participate: 12 experimental 

classes and three comparison. 

 

Participants 
In total, 99 children, aged between 5 and 8 years (M = 6.5 years, SD = 0.94), participated in 

the study. Of these, 98 participated in the pre-test interview, and 93 participated in the 

post-test interview. Children were recruited from six junior primary schools throughout 

rural and metropolitan areas of South Australia: Four of these schools were experimental, 

implementing a bespoke anti-bullying program tailored to their class and school context. 

One teacher elected to not undertake the program with her class of four students, while a 

further two schools were used as a comparison and did not implement any specific bullying 

program (See Table 1.).  

In the pre-test phase of the project, 98 children aged between 5 and 8 participated, with an 

approximately even split by sex. At post-test, 93 children from the same schools 

participated, again with an equal distribution of males and females and one child who was 

absent during the pre-test phase participation in the post-test.  

 

Table 1: Breakdown of participants by demographic and school characteristics 

 Pre-test Post-test 

Sex   
Male 48 (49.0%) 48 (51.6%) 
Female 50 (51.0%) 45 (48.4%) 

Age   
5 19 (19.4%) 11 (11.8%) 
6 31 (31.6%) 33 (35.5%) 
7 32 (32.7%) 37 (39.8%) 
8 16 (16.3%) 12 (12.9%) 

School   
School A – Rural/Experimental 7 (7.1%) 5 (5.4%) 
School B – Rural/Comparison 18 (18.4%) 18 (19.4%) 
School C – North Eastern/Experimental 12 (12.2%) 10 (10.8%) 
School D – Northern/Experimental  
(4 students in comparison class) 

46 (46.9%) 44 (47.3%) 

School E – Western/Experimental 7 (7.1%) 8 (8.6%) 
School F – Northern/Comparison 8 (8.2%) 8 (8.6%) 

Group   
Experimental 68 (69.4%) 63 (67.7%) 
Comparison 30 (30.6%) 30 (32.3%) 

Total 98 (100.0%) 93 (100.0%) 
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School Context 
The four schools that participated in the study as experimental schools had similar ICSEAs, ranging 

from 910 to 941. The two comparison schools had ICSEAs of 941 and 964 (Department for 

Education and Child Development, 2015).  The school categories ranged from one to three 

(ACARA, 2017). Schools in category one serve the most socio-economically disadvantaged 

communities, category seven the least disadvantaged (ACARA, 2017). (See Table 2).  

Table 2. School ICSEA and Category 

 

School ICSEA Category 
School 
Code 

Experimental School Rural 941 1 A 

Experimental School  North Eastern 946 3 C 

Experimental School Northern 910 3 D 

Experimental School Western 941 2 E 

Comparison School Rural 941 3 B 

Comparison School Northern 965 3 F 

Comparison Class Northern 910 3 D 

 

 
The Experimental rural school is an Aboriginal Community School that caters for children 
from birth to 8 years of age. They have a strong focus on building on the existing pride in 
Aboriginal culture and heritage.   
 
The North Eastern experimental school is a Reception to Year7 (R-7) school with 
approximately 270 students in 11 classrooms. There is a great diversity of cultures in this 
school. Over 50% of their students are from an English as a second language (ESL) 
background including Vietnamese, Afghani, Indian, Pakistani and African nations. To cater 
for this the school offers specialised language and English maintenance programs. They have 
strong links within their community.  
 
The Northern experimental school is an R-12 school with approximately 1370 students. 
Eight per cent of their student population are Aboriginal and 22% have English as a second 
language. They have a strong focus on providing high quality learning in a supportive 
harassment free environment where success and achievement for all is their goal.  
 

The Western experimental school is an R-7 school with approximately 360 students. There is 

a great cultural diversity in this school including new immigrants from Africa, Asia, Europe 

and the Middle East. Approximately one quarter of their students are enrolled in the 

Intensive English Language Centre (IELC). About 20% of students are of Aboriginal decent.  

There is also approximately 65% of families on school card.   
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The rural comparison school is an R-12 school with approximately 190 students. The setting 

comprises of child care facilities, preschool, primary and secondary students. Twenty-one 

per cent of the students are Aboriginal and two per cent have English as a second language.  

The Northern comparison school is an R-7 school with approximately 170 students. Seven 

per cent of the student population is of Aboriginal decent and 6 per cent have English as a 

second language.  

The following detail about the school contexts has been extracted from focus group 

interviews with participating teachers.  

All teachers reported having a bullying policy or pledge in place, however there was a 

consensus amongst them that they were not very familiar with these documents.  

Leadership was responsible for managing bullying incidents across all schools.  Two of the 

four comparison schools said that they had a strong focus on wellbeing and actively taught 

wellbeing concepts and included wellbeing programs into their schools. Wellbeing programs 

included positive psychology, ‘what’s the buzz’, ‘seasons for growth’, arts therapy, ‘bounce 

back’, keeping safe curriculum, and school values.  

The two experimental schools with high levels of multicultural families also had a 

reasonable numbers of refugees.  These schools discussed language barriers, high levels of 

disadvantage and trauma within the families, including children having been exposed to war 

zones and conflict, domestic violence, unemployment and poverty, alongside trying to adapt 

to a new culture. Both the R-12 experimental and comparison schools said behaviour 

management policies were extremely different between primary and high school cohorts. 

Staffing was also an issue across some of the schools with some teachers reporting high 

staff turnover, newly graduated teachers who required a lot of support, and high turnover 

of leadership.  

All teachers reported that bullying was an issue in their setting and children and parents 

largely do not understand what bullying is. Some schools said that this has led to children 

not reporting bullying that is going on for months and others said that parents have a 

tendency to over-report, provide inappropriate advice to their children, such a ‘bully them 

back’ approach, and that parents were aggressive and difficult to manage if they thought 

that their child was being bullied or being accused of bullying. All schools reported that 

parents were confronting each other about bullying, with two schools specifically stating 

that parents fought or attacked one another on the school grounds in front of the children.   

Teachers from two of the experimental schools discussed the considerable amount of time 

it takes for them to try to resolve peer conflict after recess and lunch breaks.  All teachers 

reported that there are a lack of resources in schools including: the absence of education 

programs and resources for junior primary children; the absence of education programs or 

information sessions for parents; lack of training for educators; lack of human support, such 

as full time wellbeing officers; relief for teachers to enable class teachers to discuss 

incidents or concerns with children and parents; lack of funding to support children 

experiencing bullying or living in trauma; and a lack of clear and consistent policy and 

procedure to manage bullying.  
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These contexts are neither unusual nor extreme: they represent diverse children and 

families in settings of similar socio-economic status. These contextual insights enable the 

researchers to consider the barriers and facilitators in place which may either support of 

impede the delivery of whole school approaches, and serve to highlight the importance of 

class-oriented interventions which capitalise on the unique issues that children themselves 

have raised in that specific social dynamic. 

 

Results  
Interviews and questionnaire results were interpreted both quantitatively and qualitatively 

to provide an in-depth analysis of the core research questions consistent with a convergent 

parallel mixed method research design (Creswell, 2012). An inductive qualitative, thematic 

analysis  (Elo & Kyngás, 2008; Vaismoradi et al., 2013) was employed to code and categorise 

both a priori and emerging themes in children’s and teacher’s responses (Creswell, 2014) to 

present common themes.  

 

Overarching Research Question 

What do young children know and understand about bullying in an Australian early 

childhood education context?  
1. What is children’s knowledge and understanding of bullying without any program 

intervention? 

2. To what extent does children’s knowledge and understanding of bullying increase 

after the implementation of an anti-bullying program?  

3. What are teacher’s views about co-constructing and implementing a tailored anti-

bullying program in junior primary? 

 

Research questions specific to Children (pre-test phase)  
1. How do children describe bullying?  

When children were asked to describe bullying in the pre-test phase, quantitative coding of 

their responses showed only a basic understanding, with very few demonstrating 

knowledge of the core bullying concepts of repetition, intent to harm or an imbalance of 

power. Just over half of the children (n = 52; 53.1%) correctly associated bullying with 

aggressive behaviour. Children mentioned differing forms of aggression, most often physical 

aggression, which was identified by 44 (44.9%) children, followed by verbal aggression (n = 

22; 22.4%) and relational aggression (n = 7; 7.1%). Among all pre-test participants, only 20 

(20.4%) mentioned repetition in their descriptions of bullying, while 12 referred to intent to 

harm (12.2%), and 4 (4.1%) an imbalance of power. Examples of children’s descriptions 

include:  
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Aggression 
Multiple Forms of Aggression 

‘When you punch someone in the face and you say you’re not playing with me 
anymore, also say you’re not coming to my birthday party anymore or you push 
someone in the pool.’ (6 year old) 

‘Bullying is when you hurt people and you’re making fun of them and you’re pushing 

them and punching them and you do mean things to them.’ (5 year old) 

Physical Aggression 

“Pushing, and someone sweared at you and someone swings you around and just 

throws you on the dirt and if you throw on the carpark someone throwed it on the 

carpark and if you throw scissors at someone and if you throw a bottle at someone 

and if you throw a box at someone and if you throw a phone at someone and if you 

throw dices at someone and if you slap them and if you hit them with a book and hit 

them with a folder and hit them with a big book and a whiteboard and that’s it” (7 

year old) 

Verbal Aggression 

‘It’s when someone hurts you – it’s when someone say swearwords to you – it’s when 
someone be’s mean to you’ (5 year old) 

Relational Aggression 

“Bullying is about bully somebody when you play with them, and then you gonna say 
can I please play with you and if you say no that’s about bullying. (5 year old)  

 

Repetition 
‘It’s something when people hurt you and they keep on doing it every day and they 

keep on doing even when you say stop. Because I know that coz my sister um last 

year had um somebody that um bullying her.’ (6 year old) 

“It’s like when people do you every time like punching like having like this [fists were 

shown] like fists like every day when you saw, when you saw them you were like, ‘I 

don’t want to go them’ but they were following you perhaps even chasing you and 

then they like ‘hey how ‘bout, do you want to fight, we’re having a fight tomorrow 

like that and then you and then you will run at recess you’ll be like running on the 

oval so the bully can’t see you and then the bullies sees you and they have a fight and 

a punch you were stepping back yeah they bullies. They bully at the back as right at 

the back so um er they probably punch, you try to run away but they will chasing you 

just so faster than you and then you were hiding in the playground and the boys saw 

you they were like running, running and running until you came in the breezeway and 

it says no running and the bullies saw you, you were going out of the breezeway the 

bully was the bully was right through like shaking going down like he like slapped you 

punching and slapping and then you and then they pushed you down and then you 
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were like ‘ I’m not giving up’ and so you run at the library and you hide and you hide 

somewhere and the bully didn’t saw you, that’s it.” (8 year old) 

Intent to Harm 
“It’s when you hurt someone feelings because you don’t like them” (6 year old) 

“Yep, bullying is when someone disrupts you [Yeah] and also … to stop with their 

hands to stop the bullying and … [so how do you know someone is bullying; what are 

they doing?] they might if you’re playing they might ruin the play [yeah] and hurt you 

or something like that and also we should never bully’ (6 year old)  

 

Imbalance of Power 
Bullying being that people are being mean to a kid, they get mean when they see 
them and that’s it. (6 year old)  

Bullying is that when you tease someone and hurting someone and saying you’re not 
nice you’re not my friend you can’t play with me anymore (7 year old).  

 

There were no differences between individual schools in children’s descriptions of bullying, 

or between experimental and control schools more generally. According to demographic 

characteristics, males and females did not differ in their descriptions of bullying, however, 6 

year-olds appeared more likely to mention intent to harm in their definitions than older or 

younger children (X2
(3) = 9.882; p<0.05; ASR = 2.9). 

 

2. Can children recognise bullying behaviours? 

In the pre-test phase of the research, all children were shown the 27 cartoons which 

depicted a variety of bullying and non-bullying situations. The cartoons were split into three 

categories, representing bullying behaviour, non-bullying aggressive behaviour and 

prosocial/play behaviour. Overall, children showed a fairly good recognition of bullying: 

among the whole sample, on average, children correctly identified 9 out of 10 bullying 

cartoons (M = 9.42, SD = 1.17). Similarly, most children recognised that the play/prosocial 

cartoons did not depict bullying behaviour, correctly identifying 4 of the 5 cartoons (M = 

4.51, SD = 0.74). Children displayed a much poorer understanding of non-bullying forms of 

aggression. Of the 12 cartoons that depicted this, children only managed to correctly 

identify slightly over 1 on average (M = 1.30, SD = 2.12).  

Comparisons by demographic and school characteristics showed little variation in relation to 

the bullying and play/prosocial cartoons. For both of these, the likelihood of children 

correctly identifying the behaviour as bullying or not bullying did not differ by gender, age or 

school. Some differences were found for the non-bullying forms of aggression cartoons. 

Children aged 8 were more likely than 6 year-olds to correctly identify that these cartoons 

did not show bullying behaviour (F(3) = 3.725, p<0.05), and additionally, children from school 
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F (Northern Comparison school) more often recognised that these behaviours were not 

bullying compared to those in all other schools except for school A: (Rural Experimental 

School) (F(3) = 5.022, p<0.001). 

 

3. Can children differentiate between play or social behaviour, aggressive only 

behaviour and bullying? 

To further explore how children differentiated between bullying behaviour, non-bullying 

aggressive behaviour and play/prosocial behaviour, all children were asked to explain why 

they felt each cartoon did or did not display bullying. These responses were quantitatively 

analysed according to eight dichotomous variables (Yes/No): Intent to harm; Imbalance of 

power; Repetition; Single Incident; Aggressive behaviour; Play; Accidental; and, Prosocial 

behaviour.  

Among the 10 bullying cartoons, 76 children (77.6%) identified an imbalance of power in at 

least one or more cartoons, while a further 64 identified repetitive behaviours (65.3%), and 

94 (95.9%) the use of aggression. None of the children mentioned an intent to cause harm in 

their description of the bullying cartoons. 

School or children’s sex was not associated with differences in the descriptions of bullying 

cartoons, however, a small effect was found for age, whereby 5-year-olds were less likely to 

mention repetition in their descriptions of bullying than older students (X2
(3) = 11.820; 

p<0.05; ASR = -2.9).  

For the 12 cartoons depicting non-bullying forms of aggression, 97 students (99.0%) 

mentioned the use of aggression in their descriptions, while 33 (33.7%) mentioned intent to 

harm, 31 (31.6%) an imbalance of power, and 20 (20.4%) repetitive behaviour. An additional 

15 students (15.3%) identified at least one of these cartoons as being a singular incident.  

Children’s sex was not associated with descriptions of the non-bullying aggressive cartoons, 

however, 8 year-olds were more likely than other students to recognise that these cartoons 

showed single incidents (X2
(3) = 13.813; p<0.005; ASR = 3.5), and also an intent to harm on 

the part of the perpetrator (X2
(3) = 10.104; p<0.05; ASR = 2.7). There was also some variation 

between schools, with students from School F (Northern Comparison school) more likely to 

refer to intent to harm (X2
(5) = 19.278; p<0.005; ASR = 3.4) and singular incidents (X2

(5) = 

18.578; p<0.005; ASR = 3.9) in their descriptions of non-bullying aggressive behaviour 

compared to participants from other schools.  

Five cartoons identified play or prosocial behaviours, and in their descriptions, almost all 

children referred to prosocial (N = 96; 98.0%) or play-like behaviour (N = 85; 86.7%). There 

was no variation by either sex, age or school in children’s descriptions.  
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Research questions specific to experimental component (children – post interview) 

Were children able to articulate the three elements of power, repetition and intent to harm 

when describing bullying?  

Following the implementation of the purpose-designed anti-bullying program within the 

experimental schools, all post-test participants were again asked to describe their 

understanding of bullying. Similar to the previous results, at post-test approximately half of 

the children (n = 48; 51.1%) associated bullying with aggressive behaviour. Forms of 

aggression children referred to included: physical aggression (n = 39; 41.5%); verbal 

aggression (n = 24; 25.5%) and relational aggression (n = 7; 7.4%) children. In contrast to the 

pre-test, where fewer than 20% of children included core concepts within their definition, at 

post-test, 42 identified repetition (44.7%), 25 an intent to harm (26.6%), and 12 (12.8%) an 

imbalance of power. Table 3 shows a breakdown of children’s responses at pre- and post-

test according to experimental or comparison groups.  

 

Table 3. 3 Pre- and Post-test analysis of children’s reference to the three key elements of 
bullying 

 Repetition Intent to Harm Imbalance of Power 

Pre-Test    
Comparison 8 (28.6%) 2 (7.1%) 1 (3.6%) 
Experimental 12 (17.1%) 10 (14.3%) 3 (4.3%) 

Total  20 (20.4%) 12 (12.2%) 4 (4.1%) 

Post-Test    
Comparison 10 (32.3%) 6 (19.4%) 2 (6.5%) 
Experimental 32 (50.8%) 19 (30.2%) 10 (15.9%) 

Total 42 (44.7%) 25 (26.6%) 12 (12.8%) 

 

Children in the experimental group showed a significant increase in their understanding of 

bullying over the timeframe. Compared to pre-test responses, post-test descriptions of 

bullying were more likely to identify repetition (X2
(1) = 16.960; p<0.001), intent to harm (X2

(1) 

= 4.900; p<0.05), and an imbalance of power (X2
(1) = 5.048; p<0.05). There were no 

significant differences in age or gender. In contrast, among comparison schools, there was 

no significant variation over the timeframe, with both pre-test and post-test participants 

equally likely to identify repetition, intent to harm or an imbalance of power in their 

descriptions.    

 

Were children able to recognise/discern bullying behaviours from non-bullying behaviours? 

Post-test participants were presented with the 27 cartoons depicting bullying behaviour, 

non-bullying aggressive behaviour, and prosocial/play behaviour. Mean scores, representing 

the total number of cartoons children correctly identified are shown in Table 4. 
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Table 4. Children’s pre and post mean scores when identifying bullying, aggression-only and 
prosocial/play scenarios.  

 

 PRE-TEST POST-TEST 

 Bullying 
(10 

Cartoons) 

Aggression
-Only (12 
Cartoons) 

Play 
(5 

Cartoons) 

Bullying 
(10 

Cartoons) 

Aggression
-Only 

(12 
Cartoons) 

Play 
(5 

Cartoons) 

Sex       
Males 9.29 (1.32) 1.52 (2.34) 4.40 (0.87) 9.48 (0.82) 1.42 (2.30) 4.50 (0.85) 

Females 9.54 (1.01) 1.08 (1.88) 4.62 (0.57) 9.36 (1.32) 1.33 (2.35) 4.53 (0.73) 

Age       

5 9.68 (0.58) 0.95 (1.18) 4.47 (0.84) 9.55 (0.82) 1.27 (1.19) 4.36 (1.03) 

6 9.68 (0.83) 0.61 (1.31)* 4.48 (0.77) 9.24 (1.03) 1.21 (1.92) 4.48 (0.76) 

7 9.13 (1.54) 1.50 (2.33) 4.44 (0.72) 9.38 (1.32) 1.70 (2.93) 4.57 (0.77) 

8 9.19 (1.33) 2.63 (3.12)* 4.75 (0.58) 9.92 (0.29) 0.92 (1.98) 4.58 (0.79) 

School       

School A 9.00 (1.83) 2.00 (3.21) 4.14 (0.69) 9.80 (0.45) 0.20 (0.45) 4.40 (0.89) 

School B 9.83 (0.38) 0.56 (0.78)* 4.50 (0.79) 10.00(0.00)* 0.22 (0.55)* 4.28 (0.75) 

School C 9.33 (1.23) 1.17 (2.12)* 4.58 (0.51) 8.80 (1.40) 2.90 (3.11)* 4.70 (0.48) 

School D 9.30 (1.35) 1.00 (1.71)* 4.46 (0.81) 9.57 (0.70)* 1.45 (2.04) 4.64 (0.72) 

School E 10.00 (0.00) 1.14 (1.35)* 4.71 (0.76) 9.00 (2.45) 3.25 (4.27) 4.63 (0.74) 

School F 9.13 (0.83) 4.38 (3.34)* 4.88 (0.35) 8.25 (0.71)* 0.50 (0.76) 4.13 (1.36) 

Group       

Comparison 9.63 (0.61) 1.60 (2.46) 4.63 (0.67) 9.50 (0.86) 0.30 (0.60)* 4.33 (0.92) 

Experimental 9.32 (1.34) 1.16 (1.96) 4.46 (0.76) 9.38 (1.18) 1.89 (2.63)* 4.60 (0.71) 

Total 9.42 (1.17) 1.30 (2.12) 4.51 (0.74) 9.42 (1.09) 1.38 (2.31) 4.52 (0.79) 

* Indicates significance at p<0.05 

 

As found in the pre-test, participants showed a good recognition of bullying, correctly 

identifying an average of 9 out of 10 cartoons (M = 9.42, SD = 1.09). Most children also 

recognised that the play/prosocial cartoons did not depict bullying, correctly identifying 4 of 

these 5 cartoons (M = 4.52, SD = 0.79). Again, recognition was poor in relation to non-

bullying aggressive behaviour, with most children incorrectly identifying these as bullying. 

Among these 12 cartoons, children only correctly identified 1 on average (M = 1.38, SD = 

2.31).  

Children’s sex and age had no impact on whether they were able to correctly identify the 

cartoons. School F and B were control schools that did not have any intervention. 

Comparisons by school showed that students from School F (comparison schools) were less 

likely to recognise bullying behaviour than students from School B (comparison)  or School D 

(experimental) (F(5) = 4.920, p<0.001), while additionally, children from School C correctly 

identified non-bullying aggressive behaviour more often than those from School B  

(comparison) (F(5) = 3.824, p<0.005).  
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School C has a high number of multicultural children and School D had eight classes 

participate in the anti-bullying program. The teacher in School C implemented all 10 lessons 

and of the eight teachers in School D, two implemented seven lessons, two implemented 

eight lessons and four implemented all 10 lessons.   

Comparing scores between pre-and post-test, there was little observable difference in 

children’s recognition of bullying and non-bullying behaviour over the timeframe. Within the 

experimental group, pre-test children correctly identified 9.32 bullying cartoons and 1.16 

non-bullying aggression cartoons on average, while at post-test, this slightly increased to an 

average of 9.38 for the bullying cartoons, and 1.89 for the non-bullying aggression cartoons. 

When assessed against the comparison group there was limited evidence of improvement. 

At post-test, students from the comparison group only correctly identified 0.30 non-bullying 

aggressive cartoons on average, while students from the experimental group identified 1.89 

(F(1) = 10.598, p<0.005). This indicates that although experimental group participants did not 

improve in their individual ability to recognise bullying behaviour, they were more able to 

recognise non-bullying forms of aggression than those in the comparison group. 

 

Were children able to differentiate between play or social behaviour, aggression-only 

behaviour, and bullying? 

Exploring children’s descriptions of the cartoons at post-test also showed some changes 

over the timeframe. Pre- and post-test comparisons for bullying cartoons, non-bullying 

aggressive cartoons and play/prosocial cartoons are shown in Table 5.  

 

Table 5. Frequency of children’s descriptions of bullying, aggression-only, and prosocial/play 
scenarios by experimental and comparison schools.  

 PRE-TEST POST-TEST 

 Comparison Experimental Total Comparison Experimental Total 

Bullying Cartoon Descriptions   
Intent 0 0 0 1 (3.3%) 7 (11.1%) 8 (8.6%) 
Power 27 (90.0%) 49 (72.1%) 76 (77.6%) 27 (90.0%) 54 (85.7) 81 (87.1%) 
Repetition 24 (80.0%) 40 (58.8%) 64 (65.3%) 14 (46.7%) 49 (77.8%) 63 (67.7%) 
Aggression 30 (100.0%) 64 (94.1%) 94 (95.9%) 27 (90.0%) 60 (95.2%) 87 (93.5%) 
Single Time 1 (3.3%) 3 (4.4%) 4 (4.1%) 0 5 (7.9%) 5 (5.4%) 

Non-Bullying Aggression Cartoon Descriptions   
Intent 18 (60.0%) 15 (22.1%) 33 (33.7%) 11 (36.7%) 19 (30.2%) 30 (32.3%) 
Power 4 (13.3%) 27 (39.7%) 31 (31.6%) 1 (3.3%) 7 (11.1%) 8 (8.6%) 
Repetition 8 (26.7%) 12 (17.6%) 20 (20.4%) 1 (3.3%) 12 (19.0%) 13 (14.0%) 
Aggression 30 (100.0%) 67 (98.5%) 97 (99.0%) 30 (100.0%) 61 (96.8%) 91 (97.8%) 
Single Time 5 (16.7%) 10 (14.7%) 15 (15.3%) 0 19 (30.2%) 19 (20.4%) 

Prosocial Cartoon Descriptions   
Play 26 (86.7%) 59 (86.8%) 85 (86.7%) 27 (90.0%) 62 (98.4%) 89 (95.7%) 
Prosocial 30 (100.0%) 66 (97.1%) 96 (98.0%) 29 (96.7%) 62 (98.4%) 91 (97.8%) 
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At post-test, among the 10 bullying cartoons, 81 children (87.1%) identified an imbalance of 

power in at least one or more cartoons, while 63 identified repetitive behaviour (67.7%), 87 

the use of aggression (93.5%), and 8 (8.6%) an intent to harm. Comparisons by sex, age and 

school showed no association with children’s descriptions, however, participants in the 

experimental group were more likely to refer to repetitive behaviour in their descriptions 

than participants in the comparison group (X2
(1) = 9.001; p<0.005). 

Considering the 12 non-bullying aggression cartoons at post-test, 91 students (97.8%) 

mentioned the use of aggression in their descriptions, while 30 (32.3%) mentioned an intent 

to harm, 19 a singular incident (20.4%), 13 (14.0%) repetitive behaviour and 8 an imbalance 

of power (8.6%). Children’s descriptions did not differ by age, sex or school, however, 

children in the experimental group were more likely to state that the non-bullying 

aggression cartoons described singular incidents (X2
(1) = 11.371; p<0.005) than participants 

from the comparison group.  

For the 5 cartoons depicting play or prosocial behaviours, almost all children identified 

prosocial behaviour (N = 91; 97.8%) or play-like behaviour (N = 89; 95.7%) in their 

descriptions. There was no variation by either sex, age or school, and no change over the 

timeframe according to whether children were in the experimental or comparison group. 

Comparisons of pre- and post-test responses to the 27 cartoons presented to participants 

showed some significant improvement over time within the experimental group, compared 

to the control group.  

When presented with the 10 bullying cartoons, post-test children in the experimental group 

were significantly more likely to identify an intent to harm than children in comparison 

schools, or those who had responded at the pre-test (X2
(3) = 11.862; p<0.01; ASR = 3.4).  

There was also some change in children’s’ descriptions of non-bullying aggressive behaviour 

over the timeframe. Post-test participants in the experimental group were significantly 

more likely to identify that the non-bullying aggressive cartoons identified singular incidents 

compared to children in comparison schools, or those who had responded at the pre-test 

(X2
(3) = 13.544; p<0.005; ASR = 3.1). Furthermore, these children were also less likely to state 

that the cartoons depicted an imbalance of power compared to those in the comparison 

group or at pre-test (X2
(3) = 25.242; p<0.001; ASR = -2.3).  

Overall, children who participated in the experimental group showed more refined 

understandings of bullying and aggression at post-test. As a result of the intervention, they 

were more likely to identify that bullying incidents involved repetitive behaviour and an 

intent to harm, while aggressive non-bullying acts were more likely to be singular incidents 

and did not involve an imbalance of power.  
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Teacher’s perspectives about co-constructing and implementing a tailored anti-bullying 

program for junior primary children and their evaluation of the process and program. 

This section provides a narrative of teachers’ perspectives in relation to the construction of 

the anti-bullying program based on an inductive thematic analysis. 

 

Teacher’s experiences with co-creating an anti-bullying program 

All teachers worked collaboratively with their colleagues and the researchers to construct 

an anti-bullying program suitable for junior primary children within their unique school and 

classroom context. The strategies used included brainstorming (discussion, mind mapping, 

internet searching), modified Q sort (mapping of topic cards in a particular order and 

combining or adding topics relevant to the needs of the context) and using a strengths 

based approach (whole school, class and individual approach). For the Northern  

experimental school (School D) , this was an insightful and stimulating exercise as the junior 

primary team currently worked in year levels, rather than as a whole junior primary team. 

The Western experimental school (School F) had members from leadership contribute to 

some sessions and the North Eastern experimental school (School C) had two social workers 

contribute, who were currently doing an internship at the school. The teachers led the co-

construction of the program but sought advice from the researchers as needed. 

 

Implementation of Lesson Plans 

Of the 12 teachers who implemented the anti-bullying program, the majority (n = 9) were 

able to implement eight or more lessons; two implemented seven lessons; and one was only 

able to implement four (See Table 6). 

 

Table 6. Number of anti-bullying lessons implemented across classes and schools. 

School    Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 4 Class 5 Class 6 Class 7 Class 8 

Experimental 
School Rural 
(School A)   10        
Experimental School  
North Eastern (School C) 9        
Experimental School 
Northern (School D) 10 10 10 7 10 7 10 8 
Experimental School 
Western (School E) 9 4       

 

The teachers (n = 7) who were unable to implement all 10 lessons reported time and 

interruptions as a major barrier. Given that the unit plan was unable to be implemented 

until term four after the co-construction phase, this was not unexpected. One teacher 

reported that she was only able to implement nine lessons due to a school evacuation 

rehearsal. Others reported that term four had several events such as PE week and 
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swimming week which impacted on their ability to implement all lessons.  Half of the 

teachers (n = 6) reported merging lesson topics to try to get as many lesson plans completed 

as possible. The teachers reported that they taught the lessons in order of the structure of 

the program, thus the lessons that were not implemented were the remaining lessons of the 

unit.   

All teachers indicated that the lessons were easy to implement and aligned well with the 

Australian Curriculum, particularly the health and child protection curriculum. Two teachers 

discussed a need to modify some of the activities and the language to suit their age-group 

(both had reception classes), with one of these teachers expressing some difficulty in 

balancing the lessons to assist progression and understanding for children who had missed 

previous lessons.   

Teacher’s perceptions of children’s engagement and learning 

All teachers reported that the anti-bullying unit was received well by children and that they 

were actively engaged and enjoyed the activities. Some of their comment included: 

‘Children became more confident with the concept as the lessons were implemented 

and they seemed to enjoy the activities in each lesson. Their understanding of 

bullying grew deeper and over the course of the program they became more 

confident with the vocabulary used and were able to confidently communicate their 

ideas’ (R-1 teacher). 

‘This unit of work was very well received by my class, particularly by those students 

who are often not easily engaged. All students really understood the concepts we 

covered. It felt empowering. I shared snapshots of our lessons with families too’ (Y1-2 

teacher).  

‘Children seemed engaged with the language, but I found this class in particular 

struggled with the concept [of bullying] – need more focus on resilience and self-

regulation I believe’ (R-1 teacher).  

‘Children were engaged in tasks which required them to stretch their thinking, make 

decisions and justify their choices. It challenged ingrain misconceptions and they 

loved making the interactive cards and tasks linked with them’ (Y2-3-4). 

One teacher however stated that her class were less engaged by the end of the unit; she 

had implemented all 10 lessons. She stated  

‘At first students seemed to enjoy the lessons and understand the topic well, 

however, as the lessons went on, they did become bored of the topic and seemed not 

to be enthusiastic about it anymore’ (R-1 teacher).  

Another teacher reported that some activities were ‘too close to home for some children 

which saw withdrawal (one-on-one talk implemented)’. (R-2 teacher) 

Teacher’s responses to lessons they thought worked particularly well were diverse. The 

most common themes however were the lessons relating to understanding what bullying is; 

power, intent to harm, and repetition (n = 5), the conflict versus bullying lessons (n = 6) 
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(sorting scenarios into developmentally normal conflict, fighting or being mean and specific 

bullying scenarios) and bystander versus defender lesson (n = 2). Other lesson topics 

mentioned were the impact of bullying on victims (e.g. dropping an apple several times then 

cutting the apple open after a couple of days to see the internal bruising), understanding 

friendship, and making bullying checklist cards. Teachers also mentioned that the YouTube 

videos they used were popular and were viewed more than once due to children’s 

enjoyment of them.  

Some of the teacher’s comments included: 

‘Defining bullying and Power, Repetition and Intent to Harm worked well and the 

students were engaged and understanding what was being taught’ (R-1 teacher).   

‘Defining bullying – students previously had lots of misconceptions’ (Y2-3 teacher). 

‘The apple lesson at the end of the unit. Students found it really hard to say 

something negative about people which was fantastic to see. Students reflected upon 

their learning in this lesson and realised they found this really hard as they do not 

normally say mean things. Teaching students about [the elements of] bullying was 

also very powerful (e.g. power, intent and repetition). Students really loved the super 

up stander lesson. [bystander versus defender lesson] They loved making super up 

standing badges in particular. The boys loved it as it was like a super hero badge’ (R-

1 teacher).  

‘Helpful and hurtful bystanders. The students seemed to really understand why it was 

important not to stand around and be an audience member, but to deflect the 

attention elsewhere’ (Y1-2 teacher). 

‘Children engaged, enjoyed the activities. Loved the Youtube clips and doing the role 

playing. Working in small groups’ (Y1-2 teacher).    

‘They loved the ‘conflict is normal’ lesson. We watched the video a number of times’ 

(Y2 teacher).  

‘The children really engaged with the PowerPoint [sorting conflict into bullying 

scenarios] and they really responded well to the You Tube clip. They enjoyed making 

the [bullying] checklist cards (R-1 teacher). 

‘Both lessons on conflict and conflict versus bullying – cartoons particularly 

strengthened understanding’ (Y1-2 teacher).  

Five of the twelve teachers answered no to the question, ‘Were they any lessons that you 

thought did not work particularly well?’ One teacher reported that he was ‘unable to 

implement all lessons’, however his other comments in the questionnaire indicated that his 

students were very engaged and enjoyed the lessons he did implement. An R-1 teacher said 

that her children struggled with the word ‘conflict’ which required her to change the 

wording for some.  Two teachers reported that the lessons on friendships were less 

successful. Their comments included: 
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‘Friendship lessons – students found this topic difficult to grasp. They thought it was 

normal for some friends to be mean (Y2-3 teacher).  

‘Being a good friend – felt like we had already done lots on this during the year in this 

class – especially when looking at bucket filling’ (R-1 teacher).  

An R-2 teacher found teaching about resilience was ‘tricky’ due to the difficulties accessing 

books and resources.  

A year 2-3-4 teacher reported that the lesson on ‘what to do if you’re a bullying victim’ [was] 

clumsy, and overbearing students made some quieter students feel uncomfortable. Another 

teacher (Y1-2) found educating about ‘bystander behaviours and resilience difficult given 

this year level’. She commented that these lessons became ‘more incidental conversations’  

All teachers (N = 12) reported that they thought the implementation of their anti-bullying 

program was beneficial to children’s understanding of bullying. Specific learning they 

mentioned included understanding the difference between conflict and bullying, having a 

greater understanding of the three elements of bullying; power, intent to harm, and 

repetition and being able to label these, understanding that conflict is normal, having the 

confidence to seek help (speak to an adult) if they are being bullied or see others getting 

bullied. Some of their comments included  

‘I really felt like it helped students understand that behaviour that they previously 

believed were bullying behaviours, are in fact normal experiences that one has when 

they have a conflict with someone else and that is ok’ (Y1-2 teacher).  

‘They developed familiarity with the language – just needed more time to develop 

strong understanding’ (R-1 teacher).  

‘They understand that for behaviours to be classed as bullying it needs to be 

repetitive, show power and have intent to harm. They can now identify behaviours 

that are not ok, but are not bullying’ (Y2 teacher).  

‘I was surprised at how well they could anchor their thinking by using three criteria 

for bullying. The check list cards were a great way to examine school scenarios and 

bullying stories’ (Y2-3-4 teacher).  

‘From the lessons that we implemented the children were beginning to understand 

the difference between what is bullying/what is not bullying  we did need to spend 

more time on simplifying and explicitly teaching this concept’ (R-1 teacher). It must 

be noted that this teacher was only able to implement four lessons.  

One teacher felt that this program may have supported children to ‘get a release with their 

own personal situations’ (R-2 teacher).   
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Teacher’s self-evaluation of their specific program 

All teachers (N = 12) reported that they would implement this program again. Two teachers 

said they would run the program exactly the same. Others indicated that they would largely 

keep the program the same but would make some changes. Some of these changes included 

‘combining lessons’, ‘using different words for some concepts e.g. conflict’, ‘expand on 

resilience, self-regulation and conflict resolution’, ‘do more on bystander behaviours’, and 

‘create a smaller group of text scenarios’.  One teacher stated that she ‘would need to gauge 

kids’ prior knowledge, cognitive levels, trauma based/wellbeing bases’ to inform what she 

would teach and how she would teach it in the future.  

In relation to timing of the program, three teachers would implement the program at the 

beginning of the year. One of these teachers thought it would be beneficial to implement 

the program near ‘anti-bullying week’. One teacher stated that she would teach the 

program over a few days rather than a term, while another reported that she would prefer 

to teach it over a longer time frame.  

Teacher’s perceptions of their key learnings from being involved in this project 

Teacher’s responses about what they have learnt from the experience were very diverse. 

There comments are as follows:  

‘That it is a beneficial unit for the students to learn, even younger students’ 

‘How powerful a unit of work on social skills can be’ 

 ‘That young children can understand what behaviour is bullying and what behaviour 

isn’t’ 

‘Children already have a perception that anything is bullying’  

‘Even though the students have done really well, it is still a hard concept to teach to 

young students (5/6 year olds). At times even incidents that don’t fall in the areas of 

repetitiveness, power or intent to harm scenarios can still be bullying’ 

 ‘What bullying is’  

‘There is a need for more education in this area – but not much room in the 

timetable/curriculum’  

 ‘There aren’t many resources around which are easily accessible. Learnt more about 

what is going on in the lives of children with whom I work. This is such an important 

area to work sensitively with children’  

‘How important it is to ask students questions about yard incidents/class incidents. It 

gives students voice and it was excellent to see them withdraw bullying claims once 

they’d gone through the check questions. E.g. “Has this happened over and over 

again?”’ 

‘The concepts of bullying is so complex and it has so many facets in terms of having 

the time to explicitly teach the differences between aggression and bullying, teasing 

and bullying and 1 off incidents and bullying. I think the program is very beneficial 
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and it has a place in our curriculum and it should be taught. Thank you for the 

opportunity.’ 

 

‘Not so much learnt, rather enjoyed focussing on our behaviours/ownership/choices 

towards bullying and conflict and not so much of what bullying is and what to do 

about it. I felt I focussed more on our own responsibility in stopping and preventing 

bullying and that we do need regular, incidental references/conversations 

distinguishing between bullying and conflict and what we choose to do’  

 

 

 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 
 

Current research has demonstrated that bullying in school settings is a significant social 

problem impacting children and adolescents across the world (Hong & Espelage, 2012; 

Smith, 2014) and that bullying is present in early childhood educational settings (Ilola et al., 

2016). As such it is important to examine young children’s understanding of bullying to 

identify the gaps in children’s knowledge and develop an educational program to prevent 

bullying behaviour.   

The overarching aim of this proof of concept study was to explore young children’s 

knowledge about bullying and to evaluate whether their understanding shifted after a 

context specific anti-bullying intervention program was implemented. To address this aim, 

junior primary children were interviewed and shown a series of bullying and non-bullying 

cartoon scenarios to explore their understanding of bullying from the perspective of 

whether children were able to identify the three key elements of bullying; intent to harm, 

repetition, and power differentials, and whether children were able to differentiate bullying 

behaviour from aggression-only behaviour and play/prosocial behaviour, without 

intervention.  

The results from this data were shared with the teachers in their respective schools to assist 

them to identify the gaps in children’s knowledge and support the development of an anti-

bullying program tailored to their school and class context. To address the aim of evaluating 

whether the anti-bullying program increased children’s understanding or not, children were 

re-interviewed using the same methods in the pre-test. Finally, teachers were surveyed 

about their perceptions of the co-construction and implementation of the program and 

their evaluation of the program. 

The general findings of this research suggests that young children have a limited 

understanding about bullying without specific educational intervention, in particular they 

confuse bullying with any form of aggression. Upon receiving context specific education 

about bullying, children’s understanding significantly increased in some areas. Although 
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their understanding was not always accurately applied to aggression, fighting and conflict 

scenarios, children who received education were able to draw on elements of bullying to 

justify their thinking from an early age. Children who did not receive any intervention did 

not show any increase in understanding. These findings suggest that developing and 

implementing a context specific anti-bullying program relevant to the issues children 

identify as concerning to them, will increase children’s understanding about bullying.  The 

section below addresses each of the research questions followed by recommendations.    

 

What is children’s knowledge and understanding of bullying without any program 

intervention? 
Consistent with previous international and recent Australian research that specifically 

looked at young children’s understanding of the term bullying (Ey & Spears, 2017; Monks & 

Smith, 2006; Smith & Levan, 1995), this research found that children generally labelled any 

form of aggressive behaviour as bullying, with only a minority of young children being able 

to recognise repetition, intent to harm or power differentials as key elements of bullying.  

Children’s reliance on aggression as a key determining factor to describe bullying was 

further confirmed when children greatly misinterpreted aggression-only cartoons as 

bullying, demonstrating confusion between bullying and fighting or conflict between parties 

of equal status. This finding supports previous research (Ey & Spears, 2017; Monks & Smith, 

2006) and indicates a need for specific and explicit education to provide children with a 

vocabulary for behavioural patterns which help them differentiate between bullying and 

developmentally normal conflict (Ey & Spears, 2017).  

There was a significant difference in eight-year old children’s understanding of aggression-

only behaviour as not bullying compared to six-year old children. This was further confirmed 

in the finding that School F more often recognised that these behaviours were not bullying 

compared to those in all other schools. School F consisted of eight-year-old only children 

from the Northern comparison school, which was the only school enlisted from the previous 

pilot study conducted in 2015. This finding was not surprising given the increased cognitive 

and developmental capabilities of eight-year old children.  Consistent with previous findings 

from Monks and Smith (2006) all children in the current study had very high levels of 

recognition of play and prosocial behaviour cartoons.  

Prior to any intervention: young children in this proof of concept study were consistently 

able to identify play and pro-social scenarios and bullying scenarios, but were unable to 

accurately discern the difference between aggression-only and bullying situations, as 

depicted through the cartoons. Some maturation aspects were evident, with older students 

showing a significant difference in identifying aggression-only cartoons as not bullying.  

 

To what extent does children’s knowledge and understanding of bullying increase 

after the implementation of a co-designed, context-specific anti-bullying program? 
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This study found that children who received the anti-bullying program showed a significant 

increase in their understanding of bullying over the timeframe.  

In particular when explaining what bullying was to the researchers in the post-test, children 

were able to label/identify the three key elements of bullying: intent to harm, repetition and 

power differentials. There was however, no significant change in children’s understanding 

for those who had not received the intervention.  This finding demonstrates that when 

children are specifically and explicitly taught the elements of bullying behaviour and 

introduced to bullying terminology vocabulary, as recommended by Ey and Spears (2017), 

they are more easily able to describe and recognise bullying.   

On average, children were able to accurately identify 9 of the 10 bullying cartoons and four 

of the five play-prosocial cartoons, and one of the 12 aggression-only cartoon scenarios in 

both the pre- and post-test interviews.   

Children’s ability to recognise aggression-only cartoon scenarios as fighting or conflict, and 

not bullying, did not show any significant change in understanding across the experimental 

groups and the comparison groups.  What was evident however, was that children who had 

received the program were more able to recognise non-bullying forms of aggression (1.89 

(.263) than those in the comparison group (0.30 (0.60)) (See results). Additionally, these 

children were also more able to recognise aggression scenarios as singular incidents.  These 

findings collectively indicate that this area is the most difficult for children to comprehend 

intuitively and perhaps cognitively and therefore explicit teaching is required. Being able to 

interpret behaviours and accurately attribute them to another’s intent, or to discern that 

this is a once off behaviour, rather than ongoing over time, or something occurring between 

individuals of similar status and power are fundamental to supporting young children’s 

learning about bullying. 

Despite elements of confusion being present, children who received the anti-bullying 

program were significantly more likely to refer to the key elements: an imbalance in power, 

intent to harm, and repetition, when justifying why they thought the bullying scenarios were 

bullying.  This is important as it indicates congruency between their understanding and their 

reasoning. These findings demonstrate that although children’s ability to separate 

aggression-only behaviour from bullying was limited, they are beginning to develop an 

understanding of bullying behaviours. This suggests that more work needs to be done to 

further children’s understanding about non-bullying behaviours: developmentally normal 

conflict, equal power, and singular incidents. 

This proof of concept study has demonstrated that young children’s understanding of 

bullying has increased though receiving a short anti-bullying learning unit. It is likely that 

with ongoing and greater exposure to the concepts of bullying children will further develop 

their understanding. In Australia, explicit education and resources about bullying is scarce 

and is indeed absent in the Australian curriculum until year 3-4 (ages 9-10 years) (Australian 

Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2015) demonstrating a need for teachers 

to develop an anti-bullying education program tailored to their class and school’s context .   
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Given the prevalence of bullying in schools (Hong & Espelage, 2012) and the research that 

identifies that bullying begins in early childhood (Vlachou et al., 2011), it is important that 

children are educated from an early age about bullying so that they can use the 

vocabulary/language to correctly identify what the behaviours are.   

 

What are teacher’s perspectives about co-constructing and implementing a tailored 

anti-bullying program for junior primary children and their evaluation of the process 

and program? 
Teachers’ perspectives concerning the co-construction and implementation of a tailored 

anti-bullying program were positive. The data from individual students were analysed 

separately to share with the teachers in their respective schools to assist them to identify 

the gaps in children’s knowledge and to support the development of an anti-bullying 

program tailored to their school and class context.  

 All teachers were enthusiastic to participate in the co-construction of an anti-bullying 

program and had reported a lack of educational resources and programs for junior primary 

children, an absence of education programs or information sessions for parents, and a lack 

of training for educators amongst other needs. Informed by children’s data, all teachers 

worked collaboratively with their colleagues and the researchers to construct a creative 

anti-bullying program suitable for junior primary children within their context, facilitating an 

opportunity for educators to work as a collective, with some schools including leadership 

and social workers. This approach also enabled the integration of empirical research to 

support key stakeholders to create, implement and evaluate a context informed program  

(Leff, Costigan, & Power, 2004). As the construction of the program was informed by the 

children’s data, it can be argued that children have also contributed to this.    

All teachers reported that the anti-bullying unit was received well by children, helpful to 

children’s understanding, and that children were actively engaged and enjoyed the learning 

activities. One of the key learnings teachers identified was that children developed a greater 

understanding of the three elements of bullying; power, intent to harm, and repetition, 

enhancing their understanding between bullying behaviour and developmentally normal 

conflict. Although the results from children’s data demonstrated that children’s 

understanding of the three elements of bullying had significantly increased, their ability to 

recognise aggression-only behaviours as developmentally normal and not bullying has only 

increased slightly. Nevertheless, this finding suggests that early childhood educators should 

apply Olweus’ (1994) three elements of bullying as an educative strategy to assist children 

to differentiate between developmentally normal conflict and bullying (Ey & Spears, 2017).  

Although the majority of teachers were able to implement eight or more lessons, there 

were some extenuating factors that necessitated activities being combined or modified. 

Despite some of these complications, all teachers reported that the lessons were easy to 

implement and aligned well with the Australian Curriculum, particularly the PE and health 

curriculum and the South Australia Keeping Safe: Child Protection Curriculum. They also said 

they would implement the program again; however, the majority said they would make 
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some small modifications to further develop the program to meet children’s needs. An 

important point raised by one teacher was the difficulty in balancing the lessons to assist 

progression and understanding for children who had missed previous lessons. This point 

raises a need for early childhood teachers to continuously make links back to the key 

concepts of bullying throughout their program to assist children’s understanding of bullying. 

Using scaffolding techniques such as prompts, cues and reminders can help children make 

the appropriate connections (Woolfolk & Margetts, 2016). 

Limitations 
These results need to be interpreted with consideration to the limitations.   Although the 

quasi-experimental design poses potential threats to the validity of the results due to the 

inability to control variables such as history and maturation, it is still an effective means to 

access differences between groups (Creswell, 2012) and validity of results were supported 

through statistical analysis.  

The small sample means that the results cannot be generalised. It is recommended that this 

research is replicated using a larger sample to test these results. There was an inconsistency 

in the number of lessons implemented across classes which may affect fidelity of the 

program for that class. 

The time of recruitment of the proof of concept schools (phase 2) after the pilot schools 

(phase 1) was problematic. Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2011) argue that the timing of 

the application of the re-test can influence results. They recommend that a second post-test 

be implemented within three to six months after the first post-test. Further research 

implementing two post-tests can further test these findings.    

 

Conclusion  
This research has demonstrated that when educators work collaboratively to develop and 

implement a context specific anti-bullying program, premised upon the children’s actual 

understandings and knowledge base, their  understanding of bullying terminology and 

knowledge of bullying behaviours is enhanced. The results of this study suggests that more 

needs to be done to further develop children’s recognition of bullying versus aggression-

only behaviours, thus programs need to ongoing to build on children’s understanding.   

If we are to successfully intervene in preventing bullying in education settings, then 

awareness and education must commence with our youngest children so as to build shared 

understanding throughout the education community. Early intervention and education can 

prevent and bullying behaviour from occurring in educational settings and as such should 

begin in early childhood (Ey & Spears, 2017; Gillies-Rezo & Bosacki, 2003; Storey & Slaby, 

2013). A whole school approach is recommended to generate a school community 

committed to wellbeing. Slade and Griffith (2013) claim that schools that are committed to 

the wellbeing of their students frequently report positive outcomes including improved 

student academic achievement, reduced risk-taking and bullying behaviour, reduced 

absenteeism, and enhanced positive school climate and school-community culture.  
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Recommendations 
 

• To create an effective anti-bullying program, teachers should be involved in 

developing their own and student knowledges through the co-creation of a tailored 

anti-bullying program around the issues within their context to make the content of 

their program meaningful and educative.  

• To prevent bullying behaviours in schools, early intervention and education is 

recommended to support children’s understanding. Such education should begin in 

reception (age 5 years).  

• Particularly for young children, bullying programs should involve explicit teaching 

about bullying including providing children with the right terminology to enable 

them to understand bullying behaviours and teach children to differentiate between 

bullying and developmentally normal conflict, fighting and aggression.  

• Providing children with the vocabulary can also allow children to accurately express 

themselves and the behaviours they are experiencing/witnessing.   

• Tailored anti-bullying units need to be ongoing as part of the health curriculum to 

build on children's understanding as they develop.  

• Translate this research into practice through providing an action research model 

whereby teachers can gather their own pre- and post-test data, and then create 

their own 10 week program, tailored to the needs of their class. 

• The resource developed from this research can be a foundation for early childhood 

educators to gain ideas for planning a tailored anti-bullying program and also build a 

library of resources for junior primary educators. 

• The focus on play based learning in many of the materials constructed for the anti-

bullying resource can be used to provide opportunities for play based learning about 

bullying in kindergartens 

• Use the findings from this exploratory study to initiate further research with a larger 

sample, where the participatory co-design method can be further tested and 

validated. 

• To include a delayed (3-6 month) post-test to examine whether children’s 

understanding has been maintained. 
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Appendix A 
 

Children’s interview schedule 

Can you please tell me what you think bullying is?  

Show children the 27 cartoons in order and ask 

Is this cartoon bullying or not bullying? Yes/No 

Can you tell me why you think this carton is (bullying) (not bullying)?  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

145 / 250



48 
 

Appendix B 
Bullying versus non bullying behaviours – correct responses. 

Cartoon 
Number  

Caption  Yes No  Comment 

1 Michael and Jack don’t like each other and start to hit other  X Conflict/ Physical 
Aggression 

2 Mary starts to hit Linda, who is smaller x  Power, aggression, 
intent, repetition 
(starts)  

3 Tiffany starts a fight with Wendy  x Conflict/ Physical 
Aggression 

4 Hilary starts a fight with Rosalind every break time x  Power, aggression, 
intent, repetition 
(starts, every) 

5 Samantha starts a fight with Fatima because she said Samantha is 
stupid 

 X Conflict/ 
Physical/Verbal 
Aggression 

6 Jason and Rashid hit each other playfully and laugh  X Play 

7 Lara borrows Helena’s ruler and accidently breaks it  X Accident 

8 Sharon takes Carol’s ruler and breaks it  X Conflict 

9 Mary forgot her pen so June lends her one of hers  X Prosocial 

10 Danielle says nasty things to Janet  x Conflict/ Verbal 
Aggression 

11 Ann says nasty things to Debbie every week x  Power, aggression, 
intent, repetition 
(starts, every) 

12 Alison rips up Barbara’s book  x Conflict 

13 Julia says nasty things to Lisa about the colour of her skin x  Power, aggression, 
intent  

14 Rosie makes fun of Mandy’s hair. They both laugh  x Play 

15 Elain makes fun of Sues hair Sue is upset  X Conflict Verbal 
Aggression  

16 Emma asks Heidi if she would like to play   X Prosocial 

17 Chloe won’t let Denise play today   X Segregation 

18 Natalie never lets Jean play X  Power, aggression, 
intent, repetition 
(never) 

19 Keely tells everyone not to talk to Anna X  Power, aggression, 
intent, repetition 
(everyone) 

20 Kayne spreads nasty stories about Brendan  x  Power, aggression, 
intent, repetition 
(spreads) 

21 Josh and his friends won’t let Max play with them  X Conflict 

22 No one will play with Kerry because she has one leg and needs to 
walk with sticks 

x  Power, aggression, 
intent, repetition (no-
one) 

23 No one in his school will make friends with Barry x  Power, aggression, 
intent, repetition (no-
one) 

24 The girls won’t let Mark skip with them because he is a boy  x Gender segregation  

25 The boys won’t let Karen play football because she is a girl  x Gender segregation 

26 No one wants to be with Julia for paired activity  x Segregation 

27 Keely tells everyone on Facebook not to talk to Patricia x  Power, aggression, 
intent, repetition 
(everyone) 
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Cartoons 

 

147 / 250



50 
 

 

 

 

148 / 250



51 
 

 

 

 

149 / 250



52 
 

 

 

 

150 / 250



53 
 

 

 

 

151 / 250



54 
 

 

 

 

152 / 250



55 
 

 

 

 

153 / 250



56 
 

 

 

 

154 / 250



57 
 

 

 

 

155 / 250



58 
 

 

 

 

156 / 250



59 
 

 

 

 

157 / 250



60 
 

 

 

 

158 / 250



61 
 

 

 
 
 

159 / 250



62 
 

 
 
 
 
 

160 / 250



63 
 

Appendix C Teachers Survey: Evaluation of the anti-bullying program 

 

1. What strategies did you use to construct an anti-bullying program?  For example, strengths 

based approach (triangle diagram – whole community class to individual), modified Q sort 

(mapping of cards into topic order), brainstorming (mind mapping), etc. 

2. Did you implement the whole program?  

3. On a scale of 1-10, where 10 = all lessons, how many were actually implemented?  

4. If not, Why? What were the facilitators and barriers to implementation?  

5. If unable to implement the whole program, which lessons did you choose to omit and why? 

6. How easy/difficult were the lessons to implement? Consider also how they aligned with the 

curriculum.  

7. Can you describe children’s engagement with the tasks? E.g., was it active, did children seem 

to enjoy the tasks?  

8. Were there any lessons that you thought worked particularly well? Which one/s and why? 

9. Were there any lessons that you thought did not work particularly well? Which one/s and 

why?  

10. In what ways did you think the program was beneficial to children’s understanding about 

bullying? 

11. Would you implement this program again?  

12. Is there anything you would you do differently? 

13. What would you say you have learnt from this experience?   

14. Do you have any further comments? 
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Anti-bullying Educational 

Resource:  

Designed for Junior Primary 

Children (aged 5-8 years) 

 

 
 

 

162 / 250

https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjLw42ijrXdAhVYFogKHcRrCCsQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://pixabay.com/en/people-kids-children-group-2129933/&psig=AOvVaw3owIjVrm28JgmoyDmHfpGO&ust=1536829466541100


2 

 

https://pixabay.com/en/people-kids-children-group-2129933/ 

Acknowledgements 

This resource was funded by 

Organisation Mondiale pour l'Education Préscolaire (OMEP) - World 

Organization for Early Childhood Education Australia 

As part of the research 

Supporting early childhood educators to address bullying in junior primary classes 

through the co-creation of anti-bullying interventions and resources: A Proof of Concept 

Study  

By Dr Lesley-anne Ey and Ass. Prof. Barbara Spears 

Research Assistants: Therese Lovette and Dr Neil Tippet  

We would like to thank the following schools and teachers/social workers who participated in 

this research and supported the creation of this resource 

Paralowie R-12 School 

Samantha Muir 

Karen Hardstaff 

Jennifer Pumpa 

Amy Caskey 

Verity Gardner 

Emma Christopoulos 

Jade Gad 

Minh-thao Nguyen 

Daniella Pisani 

Yorke Peninsula Central R-12 School: Maitland and Point Pearce Campus 

Ali Thompson 

Allison Sturt 

Pooraka Primary School 

Megan Becker 

Jacqueline Kabura Muiruai 

XIAOXI TIAN 

Pennington Primary School 

Ellen Sykaras 

163 / 250



3 

 

Peter Lynch 

Enza Lawrence 

 

Please note: The following resources are not presented in any particular order 

or implementation. They are designed to support early childhood educators to 
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Defining Bullying 
Option 1 

Defining Bullying: Discussion 

 What it is 

 What it isn’t 

 Bullying no way video  

https://bullyingnoway.gov.au/Resources/Videos/Pages/VideoPlayer.aspx?VideoID=183 

 

Ideas:  

 Scenarios – bullying and non-bullying -specific for class (e.g. someone sitting in your spot on the mat 

when you get back from the toilet (NB) vs an older student purposely tripping younger students (B) – 

Whole class activity – discuss why each behaviour is a bullying or non-bullying behaviour 

 

Banners  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bullying 

Non-Bullying 
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A girl in Year 3 pulls 

a girl in Reception’s 

hair. 

 

 

The Year 3 boys and 

the year 2 boys are 

playing soccer. 

 

Every play time I go out 

to play, a boy in Year 2 

walks past and pushes 

me. 

 

Three girls were playing 

in the yard. Another girl 

tried to join in, but the 

three girls ran away.  
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A Year 1 student is walking 

to the canteen when a child 

from Year 6 takes their 

money. 

 

Reception students get onto 

the soccer pitch first. Older 

students run on to the field 

and push them off. 

  

 

A boy always sits next to 

the same classmate when 

it’s lunch/snack time and 

tries to take his food. 

 

 

 

 

A boy purposefully puts his 

foot out to trip younger 

students in the yard. 
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I wanted to be the line leader 

and another child asked the 

teacher before me. 

 

 

 

 

 

A boy picked on his 

classmate several times a 

week because he was 

shorter than him. 

 

 

 

 Someone pushed in 

front of me in the 

line. 

 

 
 

Two boys were playing 

together, another boy 

wanted to play. The boys 

said no because he was 

different.
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A boy snatched the 

ball off me  
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Defining Bullying 
Sorting Scenarios  
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Defining Bullying 
 

 

Activity 2 

Can you fix the damage activity 

Get every child to scrunch up a piece of paper into a ball as tight as they can.  

Ask children to make the paper look like it did before (smooth) 

Discuss how bullying can have damaging and lasting effects 
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3 key Elements of Bullying 

 
Power, Repetition, Intent to harm (teachers to define these in age-appropriate language) 

Discussions of Power – size, ethnicity, popularity, disability, age – unequal relationship 

Discussions of Repetition – can range from daily, weekly, every time they see each other 

Discussions of Intent to harm – purposeful, to try to upset, hurt, isolate  

Video - meanest girl in second grade  

https://youtu.be/QFWfFCmjH_s 

Discuss is this bullying? Why/why not?  

Discuss what is not bullying – 

Developmentally normal fighting – aggression, - physical, verbal, (name calling, insulting, teasing) 

Conflict – disagreement 

Mean, nasty, not nice, hurting others 

 

Create Poster 

 Explain what bullying is – Children to draw a picture of what they think bullying is  

 (poster to be scanned and stored ready for pamphlet for parents activity) and displayed around the 

school  
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Repetition – This means something that is happening to the same person over and over again 

 
Power- Is there a power difference? This means that there could be more people against one person, a bigger or 

stronger or older person, picking on someone who is different, picking on someone who has a different social 

status (popularity etc) 
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Intent to Harm – This means that someone is doing something to you on purpose to make you feel upset or 

unsafe 

Illustrations drawn by children in the project 
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3 key Elements of Bullying 
 

 

Additional supports 

 Check cards – children to create check cards to help them recognise bullying  

Create bullying Checklist - Does what happened to me show –  

An intent to harm (on purpose and hurt me, upset me, made me alone) 

Power (was the person in a position of power – dominant ethnicity/ability, bigger than me, older than me, more 

popular than me) 

Repetition (has this happened the last three times the person saw me, does this happen every day, does this 

happen every week) 
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Conflict is normal 
 

Conflict is a normal part of social development and that’s ok 

Developing children’s understanding that we don’t always agree with each other all the time – and that’s normal 

Ideas:  

What is conflict? Brainstorming with kids. 

Define - Conflict is a disagreement – when you don’t always think the same thing or get along – it may cause an 

argument – it may cause a fight – it may result in friends not talking for a little while – all of these things are 

normal and that is ok.  

Ask children to put up their hand if they have never had a fight, argument or disagreed with someone else in the 

whole life. 

Talk about conflict being normal and how it helps us to learn and develop strong social skills and friendships. 

Watch Sesame Street Video about conflict with Robyn Williams https://youtu.be/Gl3e-OUnavQ 

Watch this video about conflict and how simple it is to avoid https://youtu.be/GnB3MpUfv_k 

Read ‘Pig and Small’ Book by Alex Latimer (Penguin Publishers) – discuss the types of conflict seen in this book 

and how Pig and Small managed these – children to draw a conflict from the book 

 

 

https://www.penguin.com.au/books/pig-and-small-9780552565431 
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Bullying verses Conflict  

 

 

Making Class posters 

Draw a picture that represents bullying and explain why it is bullying 

Draw a picture that represents conflict and explain why it is not bullying   

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Bullying Conflict 
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Managing Conflict 
Option 1 

Managing Conflict 

Controlling your Anger Video 

https://youtu.be/QxSKKtUdAjU 

 

Brainstorm how we can resolve conflict 

Prevention strategies - (e.g. taking turns, agreeing on rules, having more than one of the same item to enable 

sharing)  

Resolution strategies – (e.g. saying sorry, talking things through, sharing, walk away, agree to disagree, take a 

deep breath, calm your body and mind) 

Make conflict prevention and conflict resolution keys  

Children to write a prevention strategy or resolution strategy on a key 

Decorate the key 

Display in the classroom 

 

 https://www.pinterest.com.au/pin/559783428662436979/ 
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Managing Conflict 
 

Option 2 

Identifying and managing conflict  

Draw a conflict – e.g. arguing, teasing, or fighting  

Choose appropriate but different conflict resolution strategy 

 

 
Option 3 

View Conflict resolution Videos - sharing  

 

The Olive branch: Cold  

https://youtu.be/h8RoTy3Mat0 

The Olive Branch: Food 

https://youtu.be/7tuvIU1kY_U 

The Olive Branch Sleep 

https://youtu.be/SIbGst1lT_Q 
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Managing Conflict  
 

Option 4 

Problem Solving Wheel 

Children to create a problem solving wheel to prevent conflict and bullying 

 

 

 

 

https://www.pinterest.com.au/pin/536421005601991205/?lp=true 
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Help Seeking – What can you do if you think 

you are being bullied? 
Option 1 

What strategies can I use to stop the bullying? 

Brainstorm what you can do to stop the behaviour, ask them to stop, get help, tell someone else. 

Children can make keys or other symbols to display  

 

https://www.pinterest.com.au/pin/559783428662436979/ 

 

 

Brainstorm strategies and people you can talk with about bullying  

Who can help keep me safe at school? – brainstorm who can help keep you safe, class teacher, friends, other 

children, front office, library, teacher on duty 

From these two brainstorming session – create a poster about who you can talk to or how you can try to stop the 

bullying 
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Helpful and Harmful bystanders 

Define what a bystander is – someone who is there – discuss how a bystander can be helpful or harmful 

Bystander Video – Our special super power 

https://bullyingnoway.gov.au/resources/videos/pages/videoplayer.aspx?VideoID=173 

Option 1 

Brainstorm Helpful and Harmful bystander behaviours 

Helpful Bystander 

Say something 

Say stop or that’s not nice  

Report to an adult 

Take person away from harm or the situation  

Talk  

Safe intervention – do not put yourself at risk (revisit the reflection on moods chart)  

Promoting community or large group intervention  

 

Harmful Bystander behaviours 

Laugh 

Egg them on 

Ignore what you are seeing 

Standing back and watching 

Join in - Say stuff 
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Helpful and Harmful bystanders 

 

Option 2 

Create a class list/display or book or separate poster of helpful and harmful bystander behaviours. If doing the 

poster option this can be labelled as how to stop bullying as a helpful bystander. 

 

 

Illustrations drawn by children in the project 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Helpful Bystander Harmful Bystander 

 
 

Getting help Onlooker watching – doing 

nothing to help 
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Helpful and Harmful bystanders 

 

Option 3 

Role play harmful bystander and helpful bystander – this can be done in groups (drama) or with puppets  

 

 

 

https://www.andersen.af.mil/News/Photos/igphoto/2000922069/ 
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Helpful and Harmful bystanders 

 

Option 4 

Make Superhero bystander emblems to wear 

Children to decorate badges to represent their superpower of being a helpful bystander. This can be done with 

words, phrases and or pictures 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.clipartsuggest.com/pin-printable-police-badge-template-on-pinterest-wSCV5K-clipart/ 
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Understanding Friendship 

 

Option 1 

What is a good friend? 

Discuss what good friends do and what good friends don’t do  

e.g. good friends do: help each other, play together, laugh together, share, cooperate  

e.g. good friends do not: own each other, boss each other around, hurt each other on purpose  

 

Brainstorming Sessions: What are Good Relationships? 
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Understanding Friendship 

 

Brainstorming Session: What is a Good Friend? 
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Understanding Friendship 

 

Brainstorming Sessions: How should we Treat People? 
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Understanding Friendship 
 

Option 1 

Good Friend Flower Activity 

 

 

 

 

https://www.teachstarter.com/teaching-resource/friendship-flower-template/ 
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Understanding Friendship 

 

Option 2 

Being a Good Friend and not being a Good Friend Sorting Activity  

Children draw a good friend interaction and a not so good friend interaction 

Children place their pictures into the Being a Good Friend and Not Being a Good Friend boxes.  

Children’s drawings are pulled out of the boxes for class discussion – This activity can be done over days/weeks 

etc e.g. for 5 minutes each day after recess. 

Children can talk about what the people in the picture are doing that shows being a good friend and what the 

people in the picture are doing that shows that they are not being a good friend  

Teachers can also discuss whether any of these scenarios of not being a good friend would fit into bullying or 

conflict categories  

 

 

 

 

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Being-A-Good-Friend-Sorting-Game-2073226 
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Understanding Friendship 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Not NNNN 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustrations drawn by children in the project 

Not Being a Good Friend 

Being a Good Friend 

192 / 250



32 

 

 

 

 

Understanding Friendship 

 

Option 3 

Friendship Recipe 

 

 

 

https://www.teachstarter.com/teaching-resource/recipe-friendship-activity/ 
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Understanding Friendship 
 

Create either posters/class book – in pairs, children draw a picture of what is a good friend and what is not a 

good friend (corresponding pages) 
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Understanding Friendship 

 

 

Option 5 

Read selected stories from the ‘Franklin and friends’ series  

 

                                           

https://kidscanpress.com/search-books?keywords=franklin+is+bossy&=Go 

https://kidscanpress.com/search-books?keywords=franklin+says+sorry&=Go 

 

Discuss what a good friend is and what is not a good friend – e.g. good friends are caring, cooperative, they are 

not controlling, they do not think they own you. 

Create a class poster 1 meter by 1 meter poster – children to write a good friend does statement or a good 

friend does not statement on sticky notes or they can draw pictures –design a border to stick onto the class 

poster  
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Being Kind 
Option 1 

Brainstorming Kindness 

Y- Chart - Discuss what Kindness feels like, looks like and sounds like  
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Being Kind 
Option 2 

Children creating their own Kindness Y Chart 

Children can either draw or write about what kindness feels like, looks like and sounds like 
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Self-regulation 
Option 1 

What is self-regulation and how can we recognise when we need to self- regulate and how do we do it?  

Brainstorm what makes us feel angry, frustrated, annoyed or upset.  

Discuss self-regulation strategies 

Chill out corner/zone 

Tools to help  

Stop, breathe 

Calmly count to 10 take a break 

Have a drink  

Mindfulness colouring  

Step back 

Talk - tell someone 

 

Recognising emotions/mood activity  

Red – boiling point face – I can’t stand this and ready to explode 

Yellow – irritated face – I am getting really irritated/frustrated 

Green face – I am doing great 

 

Children make a Traffic Light poster – take photos of children’s faces as  

Angry/mad/crying (red) 

Annoyed/grumpy/sad (amber) 

Happy/joyful/excited (green) 

 

For younger children discuss feelings and how they make you feel – what feeling would make us need to think 

about self-regulating?  

For older children – on one side of the traffic lights write emotions that make you feel red, amber, green – on the 

other side of the traffic lights write strategies you could use to help you get from red to amber, from amber to 

green and what strategies can you use to stop you from going from green to amber.  
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Self-regulation 
 

Option 2 

Watch the movie ‘Inside Out’  

1. discuss emotions 

2. discuss characters and how they managed their emotions 

3. discuss how the characters leant on each other to self-regulate 

4. discuss how the characters worked as a team 

 

 

 

 

 
https://contentserver.com.au/assets/497342_p10840532_p_v7_af.jpg 
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Team Building  

 
Option 1 

Team Building Activities  

Building trust for one another and working in teams 

 

1. Under/Over – teams of 5-6 – Children are positioned standing up in a straight line (behind one another) 

and pass a basketball over their head to the next person, who passes it to the next person through their 

legs. This alternate passing of the ball occurs until it reaches the end of the line, in which the last person 

runs to the front of the line and begins the process again. https://www.playworks.org/resource/game-of-

the-week-over-under-relay/ 

 

2. Tunnel Ball - teams of 5-6 – Children are positioned standing up in a straight line (behind one another) 

with their legs wide enough to fit a basketball through the middle. The basketball is pushed through the 

line until it reaches the end of the line, in which the last person runs to the front of the line and begins 

the process again. http://www.kidspot.com.au/things-to-do/activity-articles/tunnel-ball-game/news-

story/6e06d2f3eb94ca408a8bfd81462e97af 

 

 

3. Treasure map hunt – the teacher designs 6 treasure maps – the maps provide children with clues that 

they need to work out together as a team to reach the end destination  

 

 

4. Egg and Spoon Race – Children are positioned in four straight lines – two teams who stand across from 

one another and have to run to the person opposite them carrying a boiled egg on a spoon and put the 

egg on the other persons spoon (without using any hands) who then needs to run the boiled egg  back to 

the person opposite them.   

 

5. Leading or directing blindfolded person – Children to work in pairs – One blindfolded and the other is the 

leader. The leader needs to get the blindfolded person to the allocated spot safely by communicating 

effectively and physically guiding them.  
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Understanding Diversity 

 
Option 1 

Discuss with children how we are the same and how we are different. E.g. we all have skin, we all have a face – 

our skin can be different colours and our faces can be different shapes, some people could have freckles, others 

may wear glasses.  

Read ‘Whoever You Are’ by Mem Fox  

 

https://www.hmhco.com/search?term=whoever+you+are 

Create Class book – kids to draw a picture of themselves – choose one thing that they have in common with lots 

of people and one thing that is very unique to them e.g. can you roll your tongue 
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Understanding Diversity 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustrations drawn by children in the project 
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Building Resilience 

 

Option 1 

Brainstorm ‘what is resilience?’ 

Definition of resilience using examples, what does it look like, what does it feel like – e.g. persistence, 

motivation, self-belief (I can do this), growth mindset 

 

Watch the following 2 videos  

Building Resilience https://youtu.be/1FDyiUEn8Vw 

Building Resilience https://youtu.be/Sd9MZdB1ItU 

Clarify children’s understanding of resilience 

 

Brainstorm resilience goals (e.g. I will understand that if someone doesn’t want to play with me today, that it is 

not because she doesn’t like me, it might be because she feels like playing a different game or with someone 

else – I will not get upset – I will find another person to play with)  

 

Create a class ‘This is how I showed resilience today’ board – children can write or get teachers to scribe their 

action of resilience on post it notes – post it notes to be stuck on the resilience board – ready for discussion 

about easiness/difficultness of being resilient – discussions of how it made you feel after you showed resilience  
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Building Resilience 

 

Option 2 

Read Giraffes can’t dance 

 

https://www.hachettechildrens.co.uk/books/detail.page?isbn=9781841215655 

Children to think about a time they could not do something but now they can –  I used to think I couldn’t and now 

I know I can 

Discuss goal setting and persistence. Discuss realistic goals -   

Children to set a personal goal (make sure these are short term goals e.g. kick 5 goals – shoot five goals – hula 

hoop for 30 seconds, skipping 10 skips, scoop and catch time etc.).    

Take children out on to the oval to work on goals  

Children to reflect on their goals, persistence, new understanding/skill  

Children to create and decorate a ‘Goal’ diary  
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Bullying Facts 

 
Bullying Pamphlet  

Bullying Information Fact Sheet (3 fold pamphlet proforma made on computer by teacher with explicit and 

accurate information) 

What is bullying?  

It’s about Power, Intention to Harm and Repetition  

Power – using your power to create unequal relationships (differences in age, body, height, position, race, ability 

can all create unequal power relationships) 

Intent to harm – hurting or upsetting others on purpose  

Repetition – picking on someone again and again  

 

What is not bullying? 

Developmentally normal fighting – physical, verbal (insulting, teasing) 

Conflict: disagreement 

Being mean, nasty, not nice or hurting others in an once-off incident 

 

How can we prevent bullying?  

Brainstorm prevention strategies, including helpful bystander (Children’s strategies)  

 

How can we seek help?  

Brainstorm: Who can help keep you safe?, class teacher, friends, other children, front office, library, teacher on 

duty (Children’s strategies and school contacts)  

 

Children to design the front page and add their ideas and pictures to each section  
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Bullying Facts 
 

 

Example of a Bullying Pamphlet (side 1) 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustrations drawn by children in the project 
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Bullying Facts 
 

Example of a Bullying Pamphlet (side 2) 

 

 

Illustrations drawn by children in the project 
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The Importance of Foundation Skills  
 
The Ready 4 Learning framework supports and underpins the 'foundation skills' needed for a learner to be 
curriculum ready. Higher level cognitive tasks such as reading, writing and maths depend upon the 
successful execution of fundamental skills and capabilities. If these skills are not automatic, the brain will 
concentrate on executing those skills rather than on the higher level thinking tasks and cause cognitive 
overload.  
 
The Ready 4 Learning foundation skills and dispositions are:  

• Moving  
• Hearing/Listening 
• Speaking/oral language 
• Seeing 
• Socio emotional  

 
To support this framework, our assessment/observation tool provides clarity for teachers to understand 
their learners strengths and needs. Teaches are then able to provide provocations and deliberate acts of 
teaching within a learning through play context to support the development of those needs.  
 
Our book Ready 4 Learning, Ready 4 Life, is great for parents and teachers to support you understand your 
child’s developmental strengths and needs with great ideas to support this development. 
 
Contact us to find out how we can support you. 
 
About Us: 
Carolynne is a passionate educator and facilitator of learning. She works with both early childhood, early 
primary school settings and parent education. She has particular interests in learning through play and 
child development. Carolynne is an author, conference presenter and the co-creator of the Ready for 
Learning Foundation Skills Framework. 
 
Andrea has an extensive background in education; teacher, principal, associate director of a national 
principals’ development centre, facilitator, conference presenter, coach and author. Andrea works 
internationally with teachers and leaders of early childhood and primary schools, parents and ministries of 
education and is passionate about making a difference. 
 
Find out more: 
 
Website:   www.ready4learning.co.nz 
Facebook: ready4learning foundation skills 
Email: ande@ready4learning.co.nz 
Amazon: Search -  Ready 4 Learning, Ready 4 Life  
(Authors Vincent Ford, Andrea Ford, Carolynne Masson) 
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www.emotioncoachinguk.com     
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
The four steps to Emotion Coaching and how this 
might be used at home: 
 
1.Notice your child’s feelings and empathise    

with them.  
Notice any judgements your child’s behaviour and 
emotion cause in you.  Remember not being picked 
for a team is the same feeling as not getting that 
job you applied for. 

2. Label and validate the feeling your child is 
experiencing right at this moment   

‘I can see that you get angry when that happens.  
I would feel angry if that happened to me.  It’s ok 
to feel angry’ 

3. Set limits (if needed) 
Emotion Coaching is not about ignoring the fact 
that some behaviours are not acceptable.  After 
steps 1&2 you need to make clear which 
behaviours are and are not acceptable.  
‘I understand you’re feeling really sad today, but 
one of our golden rules is kindness, so hitting your 
friend isn’t an ok thing to do’  
 
4. Problem Solving 
When the child is calm, help your child to consider 
what they could do when they feel those strong 
emotions next time. Explain why their behaviour 
was inappropriate or hurtful, find solutions for 
what they did, not for how they feel, give your 
child time to suggest solutions and when possible 
follow his/her lead in picking a solution.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

A Pocket Guide to 
Emotion Coaching 

 
 

 

    
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Top tips for Emotion Coaching 

 
Acknowledge low levels of your child’s emotion 

before they escalate to full-blown crisis. 
 
Acknowledge all emotions as being natural and 

normal and not always a matter of choice. 
 
Recognise your child’s behaviour as 

communication of an emotion they are 
experiencing. 

 
Check on how you’re feeling.  Are you calm and 

ready to Emotion Coach your child? 
 

Solutions 
Problems 

Talking Listening 

Wondering Noticing 
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Step 1: Notice your child’s feelings and empathise 
with them 

It is important to be aware of the different emotions 
a child may feel. In this stage it is valuable to 
observe, listen, and learn how your child expresses 
different emotions and to watch for changes in facial 
expressions, body language, posture, gestures, speed 
of words and tone of voice.  Look beneath the 
behaviour you see and wonder what emotion was 
informing this. 

 

Recognise that your child’s behaviour tells you that 
they are struggling with how they are feeling right 
now and need your support.  It is important not to 
ignore or avoid the emotions your child is feeling. See 
this as an opportunity for you to connect with your 
child.  By accepting their emotion and not blaming 
them for it you can help them to understand and 
learn to manage that feeling.  It will help you to de-
escalate a situation or prevent it from getting worse.  
For example, I can see you are angry today”.   

Be curious rather than furious 

When you listen to what your child has to say or notice 
their emotions, you are letting your child know that 
their emotions are important, that you don’t blame them 
for feeling emotions and that you take their concerns 
seriously. This will help your child to feel seen and safe, 
it will help to soothe and start to calm down. 

 

Step 2: Label and validate the emotions your child is 
experiencing 

Sometimes a child can’t tell you what they are feeling, so 
you can help him/her to do this. When your child is 
crying and complaining at their big sister’s party, you 
could say ”you look sad, I bet you wish it was your 
birthday party” or when there is a fight during play, “it 
must have made you mad when he took your toy”. By 
putting your child’s feelings into words you are 
comforting them but also showing you care and 
understand.  It puts you in a better position to help 
them find a solution to the problem they were 
experiencing. 

Name it to tame it 

Step 3: Set limits on behaviour if needed 
 
Assuming that your child is safe and noone else is at 
risk of harm or danger, limit setting is an opportunity 
to teach your child the behaviour that is expected of 
them.  Rather than assuming that your child knows or is 
always able to respond appropriately – so reprimanding 
them when they do not, how can you establish and 
maintain acceptable boundaries positively? Rather than 
punishing what you don’t want your child to be doing, 
think about what it is that you wish your child to be 
doing instead. What are the important boundaries and 
behaviour your child needs to understand, accept and 
practice? Focus on that. Perhaps a reminder is all that 
is needed from you; “we agreed that you need to put 
your toys away before bedtime”. Kind reminders 
acknowledge that none of us learn things straight away 
and we need practice.  Remember how long it takes us 
to learn some important skills e.g. reading and writing. 
Managing your emotions is no different, it takes time, 
teaching and lots of practice. 
 
Step 4: Help your child to problem solve 
 
Reinforce the idea that your child has the capacity 
within themselves to develop skills to cope with their 
own emotional worlds.   
You might: 1) Talk about feelings that gave rise to the 
problem; ‘How were you feeling when that happened?’  
2) Identify more productive ways of expressing those 
feelings; “Let’s think of what you could have done 
instead.’ 3) Help them find and agree a solution; ‘You 
could ..or…. which one sounds good to you?’  ‘How can 
you practice to…..’ ‘What will help you to remember to 
do this?’ 

 
Published in collaboration with Emotion Coaching UK 

Emotion Coaching UK (2021) 
www.emotioncoachinguk.com 
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Campaign RE: Behaviour 

 

Early-Life Day Care Tied to Worsening Behavior in Kids 

March 15, 2022 

Early-Life Day Care Tied to Worsening Behavior in Kids 

TUESDAY, March 15, 2022 (HealthDay News) -- The more time kids spend in day care, the greater 
their risk for problem behaviors in primary school, according to a Swiss study. 

https://www.usnews.com/news/health-news/articles/2022-03-15/early-life-day-care-tied-to-

worsening-behavior-in-

kids#:~:text=The%20more%20time%20kids%20had,to%20information%20from%20the%20parents. 

(Accessed 12 August 2022)  

 
Expelled at age two? Preschoolers and Bad Behavior  
Family Education Staff  

May 15, 2019 

Over the past several years, a number of studies have shown a rise in behavior problems among 

preschoolers. 

At the same time, the Yale Child Study Center has found that U.S. preschoolers are three times 

more likely to be expelled from their classrooms than students in grades K-12. 

What's going on? More importantly, what can we do about it? 

From: https://www.familyeducation.com/school/behavior-preschool/preschoolers-bad-behavior  

(Accessed 12 August 2022)  
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“International evidence shows that children under the 
age of seven benefit from an educational approach that 
supports their all-round physical, emotional, social and 

cognitive development, rather than pushing them 
towards early academic achievement.” (UPSTART 

Scotland, 2022).

What the literature says…

The social and emoGonal maturity of the child is as important a 
consideraGon as their cogniGve ability to count and recognise leHers 
and shapes” (Boreboom & Tymms, 2018).

“Drawing on a range of interna5onal literature, is it 
possible to determine an op5mal age for school 
entry? ” Sally Peters and Hazel Woodhouse
University of Waikato, New Zealand

Key points: All children should start 
school at 7 years old

Star%ng statutory schooling earlier 
than seven is not beneficial 
educa%onally

countries where children start 
school at 7-years-old are deemed to 
be among the most effec%ve 
educa%onal systems

Early childhood educa%on is be<er 
suited in preparing learners up to 
the age of seven, than introducing 
the ‘schoolifica%on’

Key points: There is no op6mal age, 
schools need to be suitably responsive 
to a range of young learners 5-7 years 

Space, ra%os, facili%es, pedagogy and 
curriculum all make a difference to 
what children experience at school and 
these are the factors we should focus 
on.

We need to ask what children are 
doing if not in school un%l 7 and there 
could well be equity issues.

Early childhood educa%on provision in 
many countries is not set up to meet 
the needs of older children.

Record your views on this issue:

213 / 250



Overall recommenda-ons

★ Instead of the “push-down curriculum” associated with 
‘schoolifica9on’, high-quality early learning should be 
“pushed up” into school (OECD, 2017)

★ “Playful pedagogies” are more effec9ve in fostering 
social, emo9onal, physical, crea9ve and cogni9ve skills 
than formal highly supported pedagogies used in more 
formal or tradi9onal classrooms (Parker & Thomsen, 
2019; Parker et al., 2022)

★ There is a recogni9on that children arrive to school 
with their own funds of knowledge and that teachers 
need to adjust their approaches to meet the needs of 
their learners (Hedges, et al., 2010)

★ Children’s interests are developed through experiences 
within their family. It is essen9al that schools build 
rela9onships with families to get to know their 
learners to provide a suppor9ve start to school 
(DockeV & Perry, 2007; Educa9onal transi9ons and 
change research group, 2011; Educa9on Review Office, 
2015;  Pianta & Kra[ Sayre, 2003)

Some thoughts from the New Zealand context

vThere is flexibility for children to start school any 9me 
between when they turn 5 and their 6th birthday.

vAn increasing number of new entrant teachers are 
exploring play-based pedagogies at school.

vThe current curriculum documents offer a coherent 
pathway for learning within and across ECE and school 
seangs.

vThe New Zealand early childhood curriculum is based on 
whāriki (weaving) that symbolises the start of a journey 
that will take the traveller beyond the horizon (Ministry of 
Educa9on, 2017, pp.10-11).

Mā te huruhuru ka rere te manu
Adorn the bird with feathers so it may soar 
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The Four "C's" Framework of Emotional Support: A Model for 

Building Resilience and Self-Regulation 

 

 

 

 

What Happens in the Brain during Distress? 

We “flip our lids”!  (See Dr. Dan Siegel’s Hand Model of the Brain7) 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

When children are distressed, we must give them the support they need: 

 

The 1st C________________________________________________     

Connection calms the stress response!1     

Remind children that they are loved.4     

o Show pictures of people being cared for 

o Sing! 

   

      

The 2nd C________________________________________________ 

First, remain calm yourself, then help the child. 

o Take deep breaths       

o Be mindful of your body     

o Engage the senses    

   

  

The 3rd C________________________________________________    

o First give empathy by reflecting what you see, hear, or think the child is feeling.  

“The single most common factor for children who 

develop resilience is at least one stable and 

committed relationship with a supportive parent, 

caregiver, or other adult.”2 

o Think positive thoughts 
o Get curious, not furious! 
o Move! 

Learning Objectives:  By the end of the session, successful participants will be able to:  

1) identify the 4 “C’s” of emotional support 

2) Apply at least 2 strategies for each support with children 
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o Then give compassion by expressing a desire to help the child handle the feeling and by providing the help.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Later when children are calm, we must strengthen their ability to respond adaptively to future situations. This promotes 

resilience.  

The 4th C__________________________________________________________________- Building   

Strategies for Building Self-Regulation:3, 5 

o CONNECT - Strengthen relationships with connecting activities 

o TEACH - Scaffold self-regulation skills 

o MODEL appropriate behavior – Practice self-regulation, use self-talk and parallel talk 

o Provide STRUCTURE and Predictability – Provide warnings before transitions that help children 

plan for the next activity 

o Play GAMES that help children to stop and think6 

o Adjust your “E’s” – EXPECTATIONS & ENVIRONMENT 

o Consider developmental delays in executive functioning skills  

o A variety of sensory materials, Visual supports, Many opportunities for choice 

o Help children REFLECT on their feelings and learn to CALM themselves 

o Include materials and activities that help children learn about and cope with feelings 

o Teach calming strategies when children are calm and ready to learn 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Gillespie & Seibel 2006; consciousdiscipline.com) 

Physical behaviors

Reflect what you 
see in the person’s 

face and body

"Your face looks 
like…"

Verbal behaviors –
not addressing 

problem

Reflect what you 
think the person is 

feeling

"You seem…"

Verbal behaviors 
addressing problem

Reflect what you 
hear the person 

saying

"It’s hard when…"

Play Connecting Games  

that include: 

o Emotional warmth 
o Close contact 
o Playfulness 

(adapted from 
consciousdiscipline.com)

) 
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Newsweek 

Autism Symptoms in Children Can Be Detected and Treated 

Much Sooner, New Studies Show 

BY NICK MORDOWANEC ON 1/3/22 AT 1:32 PM EST 

Symptoms associated with autism can be detected within a child's first year of life, giving 

researchers optimism that therapeutic intervention and better long-term outcomes can begin as 

soon as a child turns 2 years old. 

Those were the findings from two recent studies published in the International Journal of Pediatrics 

& Neonatal Care in December 2021. The research was headed by Dr. Hanna Alonim from the Mifne 

Center for Early Intervention in the Treatment of Autism and Bar-Ilan University's Weisfeld School of 

Social Work Continuing Education Unit, along with partners Dr. Ido Lieberman, Giora Schayngesicht, 

Dr. Hillel Braude and Dr. Danny Tayar. 

https://www.newsweek.com/autism-symptoms-children-can-detected-treated-much-sooner-new-

studies-show-1664978 (Accessed 12 August 2022)  

 
Therapy for babies showing early signs of autism reduces 

the chance of clinical diagnosis at age 3 
21 September 2021 

Andrew Whitehouse, The University of Western Australia; 

Jonathan Green, University of Manchester, 

Kristelle Hudry, La Trobe University 

A therapy for infants showing early signs of autism reduces the chance of the child meeting 
diagnostic criteria for autism at three years of age. That’s according to our new research, published 
today in the journal JAMA Pediatrics. 

Therapy for children with autism often begins after receiving a diagnosis, which usually doesn’t 
occur until after the child turns two. 

Our findings suggest starting therapy during the first year of life, when the brain and mind are 
developing rapidly, may provide even greater benefits. 

Infants who received the therapy at 12 months of age were re-assessed at age three. They had fewer 
behaviours of autism, such as social communication difficulties and repetitive behaviours, compared 
to infants who didn’t receive the therapy. 

Infants who received the therapy were also less likely to meet criteria for an overall diagnosis of 
autism when they were three. 
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reduces-the-chance-of-clinical-diagnosis-at-age-3/ (accessed 12 August 2022)  
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Supporting transitions throughout the day 

 
Transitions occur frequently throughout the day - between different tasks, experiences, locations, 

etc. For some children, the lack of control over transitions can make these difficult, as well as them 

sometimes being unexpected, seemingly sudden, and often including unfamiliar or less comfortable 

feelings. There are ways you can support children during these transitions – and your strategies need 

to be suited to each individual child, and the ‘size’ of the transition.  The following are some 

examples of ways you can support a child during transitions. 

• Allow the child to have a ‘transition object’.  For example, allowing the child to take the train 

they have been playing with to the morning tea table if they need to go there.   

• Give ‘warnings’ or preparation for transition and make this as clear as possible.  So – rather 

than ‘In five minutes you have to have lunch’ – you could set a timer on your phone, or have 

a physical timer like an hour-glass or another timer, and tell the child – ‘When the alarm 

goes off it is time for lunch’. You could show the hour-glass and get the child to help tip it 

over and explain when the sand goes through, it is time to eat. The more often you do this 

consistently, the more predictable the transition becomes. 

• Slow things down and do not rush the child – try to have as few transitions as possible – 

especially to start with. 

• Use a visual schedule to help the child know what is coming next.  You might start with just 

two steps then extend to a whole day routine. 

• Keep things predictable within the changes – e.g. sit in the same place for lunch, follow a 

predictable routine with steps in the same order.  This will bring the child security and make 

the changes and steps in a routine easier 

• Use minimal language in your expectations 

• For bigger transitions – such as transition to school, you might want to develop a social story 

with the family.  You can also encourage the family to drive the school route frequently with 

their child, let them wear their school shoes or uniform frequently before starting, etc.  

These things can help the child prepare through a longer transition process 

• Encourage everyone in the centre and family to use the same transition strategies – same 

words, same visual schedule, same routine.   

• Unexpected changes can be difficult because you cannot prepare for them in the same way.  

Try to include some of the strategies above, such as taking a familiar object, modifying the 

visual schedule, including consistency and predictability where possible. 

 

Jane Warren 2022 
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Responding to each child’s sensory needs 

(taken from http://www.autism.org.uk/sensory) 

Here are some ways you may be able to help a person with sensory sensitivity. Often, small changes to the 
environment can make a difference.  

Three points to remember are: 

• be aware: look at the environment to see if it is creating difficulties for people with an ASD. Can you 
change anything?  

• be creative: think of some positive sensory experiences  

• be prepared: tell people with an ASD about possible sensory stimuli they may experience in different 
environments.  

Ways to help: sight 

Hypo (under-sensitive)  

• Increase the use of visual supports. (See www.autism.org.uk/visualsupports for more information 
about using visual supports.)  

Hyper (over-sensitive)  

• Reduce fluorescent lighting - use deep-coloured light bulbs instead.  

• Wear sunglasses.  

• Create a workstation in the classroom: a space or desk with high walls or divides on both sides to 
block out visual distractions.  

• Use blackout curtains.  

Ways to help: sound 

Hypo  

• Use visual supports to back up verbal information.  
Hyper  

• Shut doors and windows to reduce external sounds.  

• Prepare a person before going to noisy or crowded places.  

• Wear ear plugs.  

• Listen to music.  

• Create a workstation.  

Ways to help: touch 

Hypo  

• Use weighted blankets or sleeping bags.  
Hyper  

• Warn a person if you are about to touch him or her; always approach him or her from the front.  

• Remember that a hug may be painful rather than comforting.  

• Gradually introduce different textures - have a box of materials available.  

• Allow a person to complete activities themselves (eg, hair brushing and washing) so that they can do 
what is comfortable for them.  

Ways to help: taste 
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Some people with an ASD are hyper- or hyposensitive to taste, and may limit themselves to bland foods or 
crave very strong-tasting food. We have not included any ways to help because as long as someone eats a bit 
of a varied diet, this isn't necessarily a problem. For more information about ASD and restricted diets however, 
visit www.autism.org.uk/restricteddiet 

Ways to help: smell 

Hypo  

• Use strong-smelling products as rewards and to distract people from inappropriate strong-smelling 
stimuli (like faeces).  

Hyper  

• Use unscented detergents or shampoos, avoid wearing perfume, make the environment as fragrance-
free as possible.  

Ways to help: balance 

Hypo  

• Encourage activities that help to develop the vestibular system. For children this could include 
using rocking horses, swings, roundabouts and seesaws. For adults, try games like catching a ball or 
practise walking smoothly up steps or curbs.  

Hyper  

• Break down activities into small, more easily manageable steps; use visual cues such as a finish line.  

Ways to help: body awareness 

Hypo  

• Position furniture around the edge of a room to make navigation easier.  

• Put coloured tape on the floor to indicate boundaries.  

• Use the 'arm's-length rule' to judge personal space. This means standing an arm's length away from 
other people.  

Hyper  

• Do 'fine motor' activities like lacing boards (available to buy online).  
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Hyper- and Hypo-sensitivities 

People with an ASD can be over- or under-sensitive in any or all of their senses. You may hear this 
referred to as being 'hypersensitive' or 'hyposensitive'.  

Sight 

Hypo (under-sensitive)  Hyper (over-sensitive)  

• Objects appear quite dark, or lose some of 
their features.  

• Central vision is blurred but peripheral 
vision quite sharp.  

• A central object is magnified but things on 
the periphery are blurred.  

• Poor depth perception – problems with 
throwing and catching; clumsiness.  

• Distorted vision: objects and bright lights 
can appear to jump around.  

• Images may fragment.  
• Easier and more pleasurable to focus on a 

detail rather than the whole object.  

 

Hearing 

Hypo (under-sensitive)  Hyper (over-sensitive)  

• May only hear sounds in one ear, the 
other ear having only partial hearing or 
none at all.  

• May not acknowledge particular sounds.  
• Might enjoy crowded, noisy places or 

bang doors and objects.  

• Noise can be magnified and sounds 
become distorted and muddled.  

• Particularly sensitive to sound and can, for 
example hear conversations in the 
distance.  

• Inability to cut out sounds – notably 
background noise, which often leads to 
difficulties concentrating. 

Touch 

Hypo (under-sensitive)  Hyper (over-sensitive)  

• Holds others tightly - needs to do so 
before there is a sensation of having 
applied any pressure.  

• Has a high pain threshold.  
• May self-harm.  
• Enjoys heavy objects (eg, weighted 

blankets) on top of them.   

• Touch can be painful and uncomfortable; 
people may not like to be touched and this 
can affect their relationships with others.  

• Dislikes having anything on hands or feet.  
• Difficulties brushing and washing hair 

because head is sensitive.  
• Only likes certain types of clothing or 

textures.  
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Taste 

Hypo (under-sensitive)  Hyper (over-sensitive)  

• Likes very spicy foods.  
• Eats everything - soil, grass, Play-dough. 

This is known as pica.  

 

• Finds some flavours and foods too strong 
and overpowering because of very sensitive 
taste buds. Has a restricted diet.  

• Certain textures cause discomfort; some 
children will only eat smooth foods like 
mashed potatoes or ice-cream    

Smell  

Hypo (under-sensitive)  Hyper (over-sensitive)  

• Some people have no sense of smell and 
fail to notice extreme odours (this can 
include their own body odour).  

• Some people may lick things to get a better 
sense of what they are.  

 

• Smells can be intense and overpowering. 
This can cause toileting problems.  

• Dislikes people with distinctive perfumes, 
shampoos, etc.  

 

Balance (vestibular) 

Hypo (under-sensitive)  Hyper (over-sensitive)  

• A need to rock, swing or spin to get 
some sensory input.  

 

• Difficulties with activities like sport, 
where we need to control our 
movements.   

• Difficulties stopping quickly or during an 
activity.  

• May experience carsickness.  
• Difficulties with activities where the head 

is not upright or feet are off the ground.   

Body awareness (proprioception) 

Hypo (under-sensitive)  Hyper (over-sensitive)  

• Stands too close to others, because they 
cannot measure their proximity to other 
people and judge personal space.  

• Hard to navigate rooms and avoid 
obstructions.  

• May bump into people.  

 

• Difficulties with fine motor skills: 
manipulating small objects like buttons 
or shoelaces.  

• Moves whole body to look at something.  

 

Adapted from National Autistic Society, UK - http://www.autism.org.uk/sensory 
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Routines in the centre 

Understanding how to support each child during routines requires you to firstly consider what some of the key 

routines are. You can use this sheet (or similar) to help you to consider the steps in a routine.  The examples 

listed here range from a smaller task to a bigger routine.   

Routine Steps for your child 

 e.g. eating lunch • Sit on a chair at the table 

• Wait for the food 

• Use the spoon to eat the food 

• Eat all the food 

• Wait for the teacher to collect the dish 

• Leave the table 
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Overview of key points - steps for successful inclusion 

 

These are some of the key points to consider to ensure a successful inclusion into your service. 

• Supporting a positive transition into the service 

o Building relationships with all children and their families – get to know each child – what do 

they like? 

o Observe – using a wide range of styles 

o Discussions within team – sharing concerns 

o Being aware of children’s learning style – their strengths and his needs 

o Gather ‘evidence’ 

o Transition lays the foundation for ongoing inclusion. 

 

• Talking to parents 

o Make sure you are prepared – mentally and with your documentation 

o Your documentation needs to be your observations oof the child as well as what might be 

expected of a child of similar age 

o Plan where and when to discuss with parent – think of location, time, etc. 

o Be clear about your concerns but do not use diagnostic terminology 

o Be kind and supportive and acknowledge the parent response 

 

• The child’s diagnosis 

o Diagnosis will give you a foundation for some research 

o Always remember each child is an individual and all children are unique, irrespective of 

diagnosis 

 

• Gather as much information as possible 

o If the child is seeing someone else, such as a therapist, encourage parents to share 

information from any other professionals as well 

o Think of strategies or skills your team have to support the child – brainstorm additional ideas 

and if needed, do some research 

o Identify ways to support families for consistency across the home, service, therapies, other 

places the child frequently goes (such as grandparents, another service, etc.) 

 

• Strengthen your team 

o Is there any funding available to you for extra support – either in relation to additional 

educators or training? 

o Remember you are a life-long learner so keep learning – training is essential for skills and 

confidence! 

o Share your knowledge and skills with each other to build capacity across the team 
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• Build up some more ideas to draw on 

o Do you know about visual supports? 

o Can you use social stories? 

o Does the child need some sensory breaks?  How can you do this? 

o Does the child need support to transition during the day?  What can you use? 

 

• Helping children move beyond your service 

o Support the family with strategies they can use across different settings 

o Lots of preparation for starting school – the more complex the child’s needs are, the earlier 

you need to start. 

o Provide families with options – In Australia, it is the parents’ choice where children attend 

school 

o If possible, help parents to link to school – support families as well as child 

o Think of things that might be hard for the child and help him and the family – e.g. tags on 

clothing, shoes, etc. 
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Steps for successful inclusion – reflection sheet 

Think about successes and challenges you may have had at each of these stages, and use this to discuss with staff some strategies you could 

include to increase inclusion at each step. 

Steps in inclusion Your successes Challenges you have experienced Strategies to increase inclusion 

Supporting a positive 
transition into the 
service 
 

   

Talking to parents 
 
 
 

   

The child’s diagnosis 
 
 
 

   

Gather as much 
information as possible 
 
 

   

Strengthen your team 
 
 
 

   

Build up some more 
ideas to draw on 
 
 

   

Helping children move 
beyond your service 
 
 

   

Jane Warren & Blake Stewart 2022 
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The importance of 
personal and social skills 
for young children with 

SEND

Sue Scarfe (nee Sutton)
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Looking forward, looking back 
Lack of skills in adults with SEND 

u Lacking in self respect and respect for others

u Without hope or direction 

u Lacking social skills

u Passive or aggressive with little idea of assertiveness

u Unable or unwilling to ask for support or conversely totally reliant on 
others

u Little ability to recognise or manage feelings

u Unhealthy coping strategies 
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Personal and Social Education 

Developing personal and social skills for young people and 
adults with SEND 

Sue Sutton

Pavilion Publishing 

2021 
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Early foundations are essential 

Personal and Social skills for you and your child with SEND 
by Sue Scarfe (Sutton) 2022

Free copies are available for conference participants from

suttonss2003@yahoo.co.uk
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PSE course topics

u Respect for self and others

u The need for rules and laws 

u Assertiveness 

u Being independent and asking for support 

u Feelings

u Relationships

u Drugs and alcohol

u Making plans 
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Laying an early foundation

Addressing negative assumptions 

u My child cannot talk so this is unrealistic 

u I don’t have time

u My child will never be independent, so this does not apply to us

u He will stay like a child 

u He cannot help his behaviour 

u My child just needs looking after 

u I must make allowances for him and make sure he doesn’t get 
unhappy 

u It’s much too early to think about. 
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Nonverbal Communication

u Eye pointing

u Indicating with the hand

u Leading by the hand

u Indicating real objects (objects of reference) 

u Photos of real things in the child’s life

u Feelings cards

u Signing 

u Symbols 
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Time doesn’t have to be a problem 

u Learning can occur during normal daily routines

u Praise for positive behaviour just takes thought and attention

u Not giving in to negative behaviour will save time and energy later

u Planning your day and setting goals can save time and energy

u Decide when it is convenient to concentrate on specific aims eg your child can 
help you at dinner time by carrying the salt to the table 
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Your child will get bigger and stronger 

u Prevent your child from hitting others by holding their arms or hands 

u Don’t let them kiss strangers

u Don’t let them undress in a public place

u None of us is totally independent.  Small achievements can build self esteem. 
Even if your child will always be accompanied, they need to relate to others 
and cope with life 

238 / 250



Your child’s behaviour can change 

u You are not helpless

u Learning disability and ASD are not reasons to stop helping your child 

u Use plenty of rewards for positive behaviour

u Never reward negative behaviour

u As far as possible don’t put your child in situations that scare them

u Find out what scares them

u Use ear defenders, sunglasses, specific textures to mitigate scare

u Ask for reasonable adjustments eg a quiet waiting area at the GP’s surgery

u Stay calm

u Don’t mind others’ reactions
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Your child cannot be happy all the time 

u All human beings have a variety of feelings

u Help your child to recognise feelings by naming them 

u Use happy, sad, scared, and angry

u Use symbols, signs, pictures and words

u Name your own feelings

u Play feelings games (ideas in the free book)

u Use cards, signs, symbols so your child can indicate if they are beginning to 
feel distressed

u Do not feel guilty, Get counselling if you need to 
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Laying the foundation

It is never too early 
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The need for rules and laws 

u Norms and consistency 

u Right and wrong

u Importance of praise for positive behaviour 

u Don’t give in to demands using negative behaviour 

u Be realistic 

u Keeping your word 

u Planning for rules and norms 

u Preventing behaviour that is difficult to change 
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Assertiveness  

u Saying no when given a choice

u Choosing between 2 things eg pointing to a drink or a biscuit 

u Choosing what to do or where to go by looking at pictures eg ducks, swing,

u Recognising feelings. Start by naming the child’s feelings using happy, sad, 
scared or angry. Symbols, pictures and signs may help 

u Indicating if they need help or have a pain 

u Taking responsibility – signing sorry 

u Asking for what they want eg signing again, more, please 
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Making Plans  

u Decide what is important for you and your family

u Think ahead – what could happen if my child continued behaving like 
this when they are older? 

u Decide what rewards or sanctions to put in place. Ensure you don’t 
unwittingly reward bad behaviour 

u Ensure plans are realistic

u Be specific, clear and consistent

u Structure your day

u Build positive relationships 

u Get help and support for yourself 
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Further reading 

Living Fulfilled Lives – Empowering people with a learning 
disability by Sue Sutton

Sarah Grace Publishing 2018
Available from Amazon, bookshops and direct from me 

suttonss2003@yahoo.co.uk
And remember your free electronic book!
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EXAMPLES OF MEALTIME CHALLENGES

SENSORY ISSUES

Textures
Temperature
Taste

MOTOR ISSUES

Oral Motor
Often related to tone and strength
• Inability to chew
• Inability to move food around in mouth
• Difficulty swallowing
Fine Motor
• Difficulty with self-feeding

BEHAVIOR ISSUES

Spitting food
Throwing food
Screaming/crying
Leaving the table
Food refusal
Picky or selective eating
Need for routine
Requiring distractions to eat
Feeding aversion
Food jags
Eating “too much” or “not enough”

MEDICAL ISSUES

Gastrointestinal –
GERD  - includes spitting up or vomiting, 
causing children to refuse food.

Cardiopulmonary conditions
Pharmaceutical issues 
Prematurity of birth 
Visual impairment
Allergies

FAMILY ISSUES

Family dynamics and roles
Forced eating
Using food as reward

COMMUNICATION/SOCIAL

Difficulty communicating needs and 
preferences

Social interaction challenges and lack of 
understanding of social components of 
mealtime

BRIGHT STARTS INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE, DECEMBER 2022
AN INTERDISCIPLINARY, TIERED APPROACH TO MEALTIME INTERVENTION 
IN EARLY CHILDHOOD SETTINGS  
(Kelsey Milne, SLP and Susan Ramage RN, MN)
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Mealtime: 
Sample Questions for Self-Reflection
Adapted with thanks from materials created by Christy Baker, OTR/L & Emilie Dupont, M.Ed

We acknowledge that the work of remembering and reflecting upon past experiences can be complex and emotionally 
heavy. If you have had challenging experiences related to mealtimes, you may want to start this process slowly and go 
at your own pace. It may be helpful to talk about your reflections with someone you trust or potentially reach out to a 

mental health professional if you have experienced hardship or trauma. These questions are an invitation for you; 
please take care of yourself and engage in a way that feels safe.

Reflecting on the 
Past

•How did you feel about mealtimes as a young person?  What associations do you 
have with food or mealtime?

•Who was involved in mealtime and what were their roles?

•What spoken or unspoken rules/expectations existed during mealtimes in your 
family?

•What is your family’s cultural background?  What aspects of your culture influenced 
mealtimes?

•Did your family have rituals/traditions around food preparation or mealtime?  What 
values or traditions have you carried with you?

Reflecting on the 
Present

•How do your past experiences influence your values and expectations around 
mealtimes today?

•What is your overall impression or emotional response to mealtimes in your 
setting?

•What is successful during mealtimes, and what did you do to make that happen?

•What parts of mealtime feel challenging or stressful?

•What is important to you during mealtimes with children right now?  What do you 
value?

•What do you want to learn?

Reflecting on the 
Future

•How would you describe an “ideal” mealtime in your setting?  How do you envision 
the environment and what is happening?  What interactions are occurring?  
(Something to reflect on: who is this “ideal” mealtime for/who does it benefit?)

•What elements of your current mealtimes would you like to continue?

•What would you like to change about mealtimes in your setting?

•What hopes or goals around mealtime do you have for the children in your care ?

•What supports would help you to realize those hopes or move toward your ideal 
mealtime?

FEAST team, 2022
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Gathering Information about Mealtimes

• The following questions are meant to help you gather some initial information about the children and families in 
your group.  They may help you:

• Understand factors to consider during mealtimes based on the individual children who make up your group
• Allow caregivers to communicate any mealtime-related values, questions or concerns
• Identify children who may need more individualized supports during mealtime

• These questions do NOT represent a comprehensive assessment of feeding skills or behaviors.
• They are not a substitute for assessment or consultation by professionals who specialize in feeding.
• You may wish to adapt these questions based on unique characteristics of your families & community

CHILD: DATE:

CAREGIVERS:

Topic Sample Questions Notes

Fa
m

ily
 c

o
n

te
xt

 &
 v

al
u

es

• Please describe a typical mealtime at home. 
• What feels successful about your mealtimes 

at home, and what have you done to support 
that?

• What are some mealtime challenges or 
stressors that you experience? 

• What is your family’s cultural background?  
How does your culture shape your food and 
mealtime experience? 

• Please tell us about any foods that you would 
prefer for your child to eat or not eat.

C
h

ild
’s

 
u

n
iq

u
e 

tr
ai

ts

• What are your child’s strengths?  
• Where does your child need support?
• What catches your child’s attention?  What 

are your child’s interests?

M
ed

ic
al

 h
is

to
ry

• Does you child have any medical diagnoses or 
conditions that may impact eating/mealtime?

• What medications or supplements does your 
child currently take?

• Does your child have any food sensitivities or 
allergies?

• Describe any concerns that you have related 
to your child’s overall health.

M
ea

lt
im

e 
h

is
to

ry

• What was your child’s experience with early 
feeding (e.g., breast/bottle feeding, tube 
feeding, etc.)?

• What was your child’s experience with solid 
foods, if they have tried these?

• What challenges with eating or mealtimes has 
your child experienced, if any?

• What changes have you made to your own 
mealtimes to support your child? 248 / 250



Topic Sample Questions Notes
M

o
to

r 
ab

ili
ti

es • Describe any motor differences that change 
the way your child sits, stands or moves.

• How does your child use their hands or 
utensils to eat, if they do this?

• Does your child experience any difficulty with 
chewing, swallowing, or drooling?

Se
n

so
ry

 p
re

fe
re

n
ce

s • Are there sensations that your child enjoys or 
seeks out (for example, pressure/squeezes, 
movement, interesting visual patterns)?

• Are there sensations that your child avoids 
(for example, noise, busy or cluttered visual 
scenes, wet/sticky sensations)?

• How does your child respond to textures and 
flavors in food?

C
o

m
m

u
n

ic
at

io
n

 
st

yl
e

 &
 s

ki
lls

• How does your child communicate with you 
(body movements, facial expressions, 
gestures, words, signs, picture symbols, etc.?)

• How do you know what your child wants or 
doesn’t want?

• How do you know when or what your child 
wants to eat or drink?

So
ci

al
 in

te
ra

ct
io

n
s

• What kind of interactions seem comfortable 
to your child (1:1, group activities, 
interactions with familiar people, etc.)?

• When do you notice that your child is “tuned 
in” to others?

• What types of social interactions are difficult 
for your child?

• How does your child participate in routines or 
groups at home or in the community?

Possible mealtime goals:

Ideas for supports/strategies:

FEAST team, 2022
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Talk about the 
properties of food

•Talk about the way that food looks, smells, tastes and feels.

•Talk about the different parts of a food or its different ingredients.

•Use objective words like slippery, crunchy, spicy, soft, juicy, crisp, sticky, sour.

•Take time preparing foods; talk through the process (talk about a banana peel, then peel it 
open, slice it up).

Talk about how food 
behaves as you eat

•Talk about the way a food’s appearance, flavor, texture or consistency changes in your hands 
and in your mouth.

•“I had one big cracker.  My teeth crushed it into tiny crumbs!”

•“Here’s the stem of the apple.  The stem helps it hang on to the tree.  Let’s cut it open to see 
the core and the seeds.”

•“My dumpling is smooth on the outside and sticky on the inside.”

Talk about where 
food comes from

•Discuss where food is grown, and how it is transported or prepared before we eat it.

•“These carrots grow under the ground!  We pull on the green leaves, and then the carrot 
pops out of the dirt.”

•“They put green beans in a can.  Then they get the can really, really hot and that gets rid of 
any bacteria.  That way, our beans stay fresh for a long time!”

•“Rice needs a lot of water to grow, so sometimes people plant it next to streams and rivers.”

Talk about how food 
interacts with our 

bodies

• Talk about how food is chewed, swallowed and digested.

• Talk about the different nutrients in food and what they do for our bodies.

• “I chewed up my chili, and then I swallowed it down, down, down my 
esophagus and into my stomach.”

• “Our milk has calcium.  That makes our bones strong!  Like this bone here, in 
my elbow, or this one in my wrist.  Or my skull!"
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