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Child-Led Inclusive Play 

Through Children’s Eyes.

 

Early Years - Excellence in Practice

 

Sophie Beart 

Co-author: Female, born in China and raised in Cambridge. Sophie is a
huge advocate for Montessori education. She studied for a Montessori
degree in 2015 and continued to earn a BA in Early Childhood Studies. 

As part of her studies, she worked in Montessori schools across West
London. Having taught children with special needs, she enrolled in specialist
courses and later became a SENDCo. She is currently completing an MSc in
psychology. She recently joined Babbu Limited as an Educational Content
Creator.

Ralph: an 18-month-old boy. His first language is English,
there are no other languages spoken at home. His Mum is
English, and his dad is Scottish. 

Indigo: 2-year-old girl. Her first language is English, there are
no other languages spoken at home. Both mum and dad are
English

Felix:  4 and a half years old boy. His first language is English,
there are no other languages spoken at home. Mum is
English, and dad is Scottish. 

Roman: 5-year-old boy. His first language is English, there
are no other languages spoken at home. Both mum and dad
are English.

Orla: 5-year-old, girl. Her first language is English, there are
no other languages spoken at home. Mum is English and dad
is Irish.

Children involved in this case study:

The children involved in this case study were children ranging
from 18 months to five years.  Two pairs of siblings, all children
were known to one another.

Jane Magnani

Author:Female from a Latin-American background, born in Chile. Fluent in
English and Spanish. Well-versed in early childhood, the EYFS, and
development matters.
 
Since September 2004, Jane has worked in primary education. However, in
2010, she fell in love with early childhood education, earned her CACHE
Level 3 NVQ in Children's Care, Learning, and Development, and later
became a nursery manager and SENco. She is now the head of education
for Babbu Limited, in charge of creating its curriculum and managing the
creation of educational content. 

Confidential (Sept 2022)

Overview: 

This case study aims to demonstrate how fostering a rich and stimulating
learning environment for child-led activities encourages children of all ages
to get lost in play and take charge of their educational experiences. 

The role of adults and the environment in extending child-led learning by
reaching the ideal balance between adult-led and child-initiated activities
is another crucial aspect of this case study. With child-led principles woven
into our case study, we needed to choose a philosophy that reflected the
importance of child-led experiences through play. The Montessori
philosophy promotes children to be free to choose, explore and learn in a
carefully considered and prepared environment, alongside a more
knowledgeable other.

The Montessori learning setting emphasises the importance of children
learning with others of different ages; children between the ages of two and
four are in the same room. This allows children to work together, engage in
collaborative play, learn to share and take turns, and learn to be kind and
respectful to others. In this instance, the provision aims to promote the
development of social and emotional skills. 

Participants: 

4 / 247



Play Scenarios: 

To promote the development of cognitive and fine motor skills, tweezers and
various-sized spoons were also added to the sensory-malleable area. Here,
the children could indirectly experience different mathematical concepts
through play with different-sized pots filled with various kinds of pulses,
including chickpeas, lentils, and beans. 

The provision for real foods promoted children to have hands-on’ learning
and experiences through a kinaesthetic approach. 

Mark-making tools were provided to promote children’s love for writing and
to practise their fine motor skills when adopting a pincer grip. The provision
of resources such as these reflects and foster children’s intrinsic motivation
to learn and explore.

Exploration of movement - younger children had the opportunity to practise
grasping and releasing skills. Children were able to practise this when using
a spoon to transfer, opening and closing bottles, feeling the texture of the
pulses in their hands, and attaching pegs around a tin. 

Children were able to independently explore the well-spaced environment.
By doing so, children were able to practise their gross motor skills when
climbing on and off the wooden deck and onto the grass. The purpose of
this was to support the development of children’s unconscious Absorbent
Mind through providing different ways to move, roll, cruise, and walk. In
addition, the carefully prepared environment supported the children’s
sensitive period for spatial movement. 

To encourage recognition of numbers and shapes, a 0-20 number line was
displayed on the mark-making wall to help with number recognition and
writing. Adults’ roles were to support and correct the children when they had
a go at repeating the number sounds.

Number cards were also available in the writing and the sensory area to
promote mathematical thinking, exploration of the formation of numbers
and recognition. This satisfied the needs of children who have intrinsic
needs for sequence, order, and number sounds during the conscious stage
of their Absorbent Mind (3-6), which leads to the development of
mathematics skills.

Coins and crayons were added to the writing area to inspire different types
of mark-making such as coin rubbing, coin tracing, etc. This provision
encouraged children to explore and work independently without adult
intervention or interruption.

Children had the opportunity to learn number songs by singing along to
songs such as ‘Once I Caught A Fish Alive’ and ‘One Potato, Two Potato’.
Exposure to songs also nurtured children’s understanding of rhythm and
music, in addition to counting in sequences, which supports the conscious
Absorbent Mind and the sensitive period for music.

The pulses included in the sensory area supported mathematical concepts
of more or less and allowed children to recognise and explore changes in
amount and quantity. This also nurtured children’s sensitive periods for small
objects and exploration of the senses.

Physical Development

Numeracy

To support children’s acquisition and sensitive period for language, we
provided a cosy and welcoming Book Corner with lots of books to offer
choice and to allow them to practice making decisions.

To meet children’s interests and abilities, we also chose age-
appropriate literature, from board books to picture books. This also
supported their self-esteem since they were able to choose books that
they were capable of understanding and recognising.

We replenished the book box with favourite stories and added various
counting stories to support their mathematical thinking, such as ‘We All
Went On A Safari’ and ‘Handa's Hen’, for example. 

We ensured that the stories included various key characters, such as
animals or people, to foster all kinds of interests. Adults were able to
observe the children’s interests within particular stories and enhanced
these features when reading to them.

To support the development of children’s "will" (3-6 years) and the
Absorbent Mind (0-6 years) in its entirety, adults supported children’s
intentions by following their interests, giving them choice of the books to
read, and helping develop memories.

Through the provision of many mark-marking opportunities and one-
handed tools, these indirectly prepared children for writing. 

Through adult observation of the children, the stimuli utilised by children
to discover new activities introduced them to a range of new language
and words. In turn, this fostered the development of their unconscious
Absorbent Mind. 

Literacy
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The role-play area was transformed into a grocery store, with low-shelving,
with items accessible and reachable. The prepared environment fostered
children’s independence so they could access materials without adult
intervention. Not only that, but it supported their confidence and self-
esteem when exploring new activities in a safe and secure environment.

We offered both real fruit and pretend food, shopping bags, and other
shopping goods to children to stimulate and foster real-life role-playing
activities and to encourage imaginative play and creative thinking. The
adults ensured child-led play was a priority throughout, and thus followed
their lead and engaged in multiple role-play situations.

We provided children with child-sized materials where possible, so
materials were not overwhelming. This nourished their sensitive period for
small objects and met the needs of all children, but particularly those
between the ages of one and four. Children were able to learn
kinaesthetically through a ‘hands-on’ approach.

Resources available promoted opportunities to engage in problem-solving,
e.g. children created rocket ships in their play and worked out ways to build
it and put it all together. The play was child-led, and the adults’ roles were
to support their creative thinking and follow the child. In addition, children
were able to investigate the principles of trial and error.

Adults available prompted and guided children to share and take turns
when using resources to support their social skills. By ‘stepping back’, adults
were able to observe the children and engage in their play when invited
and appropriate to do so. Children were able to learn from others, and
adults’ scaffolded their learning. Adults greatly respected Montessori’s core
principle of "Help me to do it myself".

Children were able to experience conversation structure by utilising new
word sounds and vocabulary, alongside an adult who corrected their
attempts at words to support their auditory stimuli. This also supported
children’s sensitive period for language and the younger children’s
unconscious Absorbent Mind.

A calm and quiet environment allowed children to engage in their sensitive
period for grace and courtesy when listening and paying attention to what
others had to say. Furthermore, this type of atmosphere revealed to the
children that we, as adults, respected and recognised their need for a calm
environment in which to explore and learn effectively without distraction. 

PSED/Communication and Language

To recognise a few of the core principles that the Montessori method
holds, it was essential that we created a ‘prepared environment’. The
environment was set up to support and promote children’s inner
drive for independence and exploration.

Where possible, activities were displayed in order of ease, and the
significance of this was in respect of Montessori’s recognition of
children’s ‘Absorbent Mind’. Since children need order within their
learning, the provision of order was thus represented in the prepared
environment.

Mathematical sorting, measuring, and classifying objects were
incorporated to support mathematical thinking. Also, this supports
children’s conscious Absorbent Mind (3-6) and innate need for
sequences.

Resources were provided to promote fine motor skills via transferring,
pincer grip, and full palmar grasp using one-handed tools. When
practising transferring, this also ensured that children who were
going through sensitive periods for transferring had a chance to do
so.

The tools provided were real where possible. For example, a wooden
and metal spoon to transfer with. This was significant because it
allowed children to indirectly investigate the thermic properties of
items, as well as the mathematical side of weight.

Natural objects with a variety of textures and sensory stimulation also
fulfilled children's sensitive period for refining their senses. The
provision of real objects fulfilled children’s sensitive period for the
refinement of the senses, which arises throughout 2 to 6 years of
age. 

As the context of the role-play was a grocery shop, it therefore gave
children the opportunity to explore a real-life situation. This
supported children’s understanding of the concepts of buying, selling
and exchanging money and produce between the shopkeeper and
customer. 

Children were able to practise their sensitive period for grace and
courtesy, which also relates to one of Montessori’s main principles of
respect. Older children were able to teach the younger ones how to
do tasks, e.g. open and close a bottle or take and receive money.

Practical life/Understanding the world
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Observations: 

Felix and Roman play with the bears in the garden. They have two bears. Felix goes to the 'grocery
store' and takes two apples; "one for you and one for you," he says as he hands the apples to the
bears. Felix and Roman feed the bears and make yummy noises as the bears eat. An adult
approaches and comments on what they are doing. Adult: "The bears look hungry." 

•Felix: "Yes, they are; this one is more hungry" (pointing to the largest bear). He is big, very big." 
•Roman: "They are very hungry." That's why we are giving them food. It's their snack. " 
•The adult continues by asking, "How many bears are you going to feed?" 
•Roman: "two bears." Felix quickly goes to the number line and shows the number two; Roman joins in
and begins naming all the numbers to 10 confidently and correctly. He then goes back to the number
5 and shouts, "Look, it's a 5; I am 5!" 
•The adult praises by saying, "Wow, well done, you found the number 5. What other numbers can you
see? "Roman goes back to the beginning of the number line and counts. 
•Roman: "1,2,3...10,11, 12...20! 
•Felix joins in. "1,2,3,4,5…10, 10, 9, 8, 7…0. He quickly goes to the number 4 and says, "Look, (pointing at
the number) 4, I am 4!"

The children go back to the bears and begin talking about birthdays and decide to have a birthday
party for the bears!

•Felix: "Let's go and buy a cake for the party." 
•Roman, I'll get balloons. They discuss what they will bring to the party and then go to the shop.
•Felix jumps behind the till. He opens the till and takes some coins.
•Roman gets upset as he wants to be behind the till first. Roman tells the adult present, "I want to be
in the till, but Felix doesn't let me!" The adult gets down to his level and says: "What do you think we
should do? Felix got to the till first". Roman thinks and tells the adult, "We can take turns; Felix can be
the shopkeeper for five minutes; then I can be the shopkeeper; you will tell Felix when is my turn" The
adult reminds Roman about our timers and he shouts, "I can use the timer to show Felix is my turn!"

They continue playing in the shop. Felix is now exploring the contents of the till.

•Felix: "I need that one, that one, 2, 50 pounds. Roman, look, I have 100." 
•Felix shows an adult his coins, "Wow, Felix, you have a lot of money; I wonder how much you have
altogether? 
•Felix counts his coins and says, "200 because 100 add 100 is 200!". He goes back to the till and gives
Roman some money. Roman counts, "1,2,3, this note is 50, and this is 20" 
•Adult: "How much money do you have, Roman?" 
•Roman: "100, see all this money I have? 
•Roman gets some items from the shop and gives them to Felix. Felix puts the fruits in a bag and then
continues pressing the till numbers.
•Roman: "How much money?" Felix responds: "10,15,100 and pound one, and a new pound one."
•Felix writes a receipt. He picks up a pen and writes 2, 5, 7. "Here is your receipt, bye."
•Roman looks at the adult present and says, "I went to the shop with my mum and my sister to buy
things for my baby sister in my mummy's tummy." 
•Adult: "You are going to have a baby sister, Roman? What wonderful news!
•Roman: "Yes, My mum is very fat; her belly is big, look (taking the adult by the hand) Roman grabs a
book and looks for a particular page. 
•Roman: "I like this story. There's a baby in the tummy, look." Roman shows the adult the first page
and finds the picture of a pregnant woman.

The Montessori method suggests that children 

learn best in an environment that has been prepared to

enable them to do things for themselves. 

 

Always child-centred, the learning environment 

should promote freedom for children to 

explore materials of their choice..
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Jane: “oh oh, Where did they go?”
Ralph: “Uh oh, ahh, ohh!. 
Ralph takes the spoon in his right hand, taps it on the edge of the metal bowl, and looks for a
response. He stands again and transfers from left to right using the spoon in his right hand,
dropping the lentils into the bowl again. He hands Jane some lentils. 
Jane: “Thank you”
Ralph stomps his feet and looks carefully at the lentils on the ground, he seems to enjoy the
texture of the lentils under his shoes. Jane turns the bowl over and hides the lentils in the tray. 
Jane: “Oh, Oh, where did they go? The adult waits for a response, Ralph looks at the upside-down
pot,and Jane turns it around, saying, “There they are!” 
Ralph laughs, and Jane repeats this. Ralph watches again, but this time he tries to turn over the
pot to see the missing lentils! The adult feels the materials with her hands, and Ralph joins in; the
adult opens her hands for Ralph to touch the materials on her hands. She shows him how to feel
them in his hand.
Adult: “Mmm, feel rough and bumpy” She then counts some of the chickpeas in Ralph’s hand and
begins singing ‘1, 2, 3, 4, 5, Once I Caught A Fish Alive. Ralph watches intensely and makes gestures
with his hands.
Jane picks up a bowl of lentils and shakes it from side to side, and listens carefully to the sound it
makes. Ralph is interested and takes the bowl from her. 
Jane: “What can you hear?” 
“Pat pat pat”, Ralph replies.
Ralph is interested in the cat and proceeds to feed it a lentil. The cat walks away, and Ralph
crawls to the decking side and then stands to climb off to follow the cat. 
Ralph: “Oh no, no, no, nam”. 

Ralph is at the sensory tray with Jane. He squats down and picks up a spoon with his right hand and
uses his left hand to transfer the chickpeas from right to left. 
Jane: “So many! 1, 2, 3, 4, 5.”

Ralph puts his hands in one bowl and mixes the peas around. Jane lifts some chickpeas in the air and
drops them slowly back into the bowl. 
Jane: “Pitter, patter, pitter, patter, good pouring!”

Ralph stands up at the bench and drops the chickpeas, smiling.

Observations Cont.: 

Indigo: “One, two, yeah, coin!”. 
The adult watches and says look, I can see a basket; what can we do with it?. She walks out of the shop, comes to the front, and takes
the basket. Indigo reaches in and takes all of the fruit and vegetables one at a time and places them in her basket; as she does this,
the adult nearby name the foods 
Indigo: “What’s that?” (picking up a carrot)
Adult: “I think you know what that one is; look is long and orange!”
Indigo: “A big carrot!”
Adult: asks Indigo if she can buy some of the fruits; Indigo nods and walks around back into the shop. She then taps her fingers on the
till and talks inaudibly to herself. She finds it challenging to open the drawer, and Orla, who is close by, helps her. Indigo begins to pick
out all of the coins and paper money. 
Adult: “10p”
Indigo: “Yeah, 10p”
Indigo pulls out the paper from the till and chooses a pencil from the pot. She begins to mark make on the paper and passes it to
Sophie.
Orla comes to the shop. Indigo: “What you want?”
Orla takes a bottle and asks, “How much is this” Indigo: “ it's 5 pounds”. 
Orla: “Here’s the money, 1,2,3,4,5 coins, 5 pounds, Bye”
Orla then takes some of the bottles from the shop to the sensory tray, and she fills some of her bottles. “What are you making, Orla? I
can see you are filling the bottles with lentils” 
Orla: “Yes, I'm making a shakers rocket ship; this little bottle has lots, this big bottle has little” 
Adult: This small bottle does have lots, it almost looks...” “FULL!” Orla shouts. I have never seen a shaker rocket ship, what it’s the
difference Orla?”
Orla: “This rocket ship makes a shaker noise when it goes blast off”
She then takes off her hairband and puts the 3 bottles she made together using the band.
Orla: “The big one goes in the middle and the little ones on the side, look my shaker rocket ship is ready”. 
She notices someone reading The Human Body book and takes her shakers to the book corner.
Orla: “I like that book; look, you can see the bones with a light (using a torch, she puts a light under the page), see you can see the
bones, these white things are the bones”. Orla is completely engaged on this topic and shares her thoughts as well as asking questions. 
Adult: Why do we need bones, Orla? 
Orla: “Because we walk and stand, your bones help you to stand up, look touch my hand, can you feel? These are my bones” She then
hears that to eat ice cream, the boy in the picture is using his sense of smell and taste. Orla quickly joins in by saying, “No, he uses other
senses too, look he uses eyesight to see the ice cream and touch because he need to hold the ice cream”

Indigo is engaged in the shop area, she counts the money in the till. 
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Developmental & Educational Impacts?

Recommendations? 

The case study setting sought to meet the needs of every child and support their

holistic development. The children were exposed to a variety of scenarios

throughout this case study, allowing them to explore several sensitive periods as

well as both elements of the Absorbent Mind, the early 'unconscious' stage and the

later 'conscious' stage.The children worked alongside others in a mixed-aged

environment where they could learn from and engage with each other. In addition,

children were able to practice taking turns and learning how to display gracious

and courteous manners.

Through observation of the children, adults enhanced children's play and language

development by following their lead and talking about what they were engaged

with. In addition, adults extended and supported children's acquisition of language

by asking open-ended questions using what, who, where, how, etc., which allowed

children to engage in critical thinking. Adults adapted their language to meet

children's needs, repeating their words and sounds and engaging younger children

in conversation—with adults modelling conversation structure but allowing the

children to direct the play. 

Children explored books that encouraged listening and reading in the Book Corner,

where they experienced new words and sounds. Children made marks on paper to

make receipts and used chalk on the brick wall to form numbers. The outdoor

environment triggered their auditory senses as they listened to sounds in the

environment such as sirens, trains and drilling. This was significant as it stimulated

their thinking skills and encouraged conversations, thus furthering their curiosity.

We offered children opportunities to develop their fine and gross motor abilities,

from climbing onto the deck and strolling around the environment to using a

pencil with a palmar grasp to write a receipt. All of the children worked with dried

lentils, beans, and rice which supported self-sufficiency and encouraged

independence, whilst providing them with sensory and mathematical experiences.

Older children learned ‘more and less’, arithmetic and financial terms like pence

and pounds. The younger children explored the language of number, size, and

changes in amounts. All children enjoyed investigating the texture of the foods in

the role-play area, and some even had an early snack!

With this study in mind, there are numerous ways in which adults can adopt similar

strategies. Perhaps most significantly, adults should recognise each child and

unique and encourage child-led play by following children’s interests, including

any dislikes. By doing so, this promotes children’s exploration and independence,

whilst also developing their curiosity, critical thinking and confidence. Not only this,

but this behaviour also demonstrates the respect for the child, as the adult

engages wholly in the child’s interest. When engaging with children, the language

employed by adults can involve asking open-ended questions and correctly

repeating children's attempts at words. This is an important technique to help

children’s language development through their unconscious Absorbent Mind and

sensitive period for language.

The children in this case study spoke English as their first language, this case study

is easily adaptable for children who speak English as a second language (ESL).

The role of the adult is crucial for repeating, slowing down of words, and adding in

words to extend and develop their language. The provision of visual cards and

word maps can also help ESL children recognise familiar objects and actions. It is

essential to provide an inclusive environment, whereby children can learn through

their play, with an attentive adult close by for emotional support. 

Adults can encourage children to explore new interests and encourage them to

adopt a "have a go" attitude by modelling this behaviour themselves. Professionals

should recognise children’s triumphs and encourage perseverance to support

active learning. The development of interest in subjects of their choice and own

intentions are significant aspects of the development of their ‘will’, which emerges

between children’s third and sixth years of life and is recognised as part of their

Absorbent Mind.

The setting should provide children with freedoms within limits. The

prepared environment should be visually appealing and inviting, and

provide materials that are accessible at their height. This is essential to

support their social and emotional development, as they can build

confidence while attempting new things and satisfy their curiosity.

Incorporate as many child-sized and real-life materials as possible. For

example, offer an apple and wooden spoon instead of plastic

alternatives. Consider materials which promote open-ended play

opportunities to develop skills such as creative and critical thinking. In

practice, give children chalk to draw with and recognise that they don’t

have to draw based on the topic you have chosen, follow their lead and

most importantly, any mark-making counts! 

It is natural for us as adults, and as parents, to step in and help our

children when they stumble across a challenge, but it is just as important

for adults to take a step back and observe and watch our little ones

learn through trial and error. By doing so, this allows them to engage in

critical thinking and problem-solving to name a few, thus utilising many

cognitive skills. 

About Us: 

Babbu is the UK’s first online nursery™ dedicated to democratising

access to Early Years education.  We are driven by a simple but

ambitious vision: a world in which all children reach their full potential.

Built by parents and Early Years educators, we have distilled decades of

scientific research and pedagogical theories, including Maria Montessori

and Rudolf Steiner, to make it easy, accessible and fun; and put the tools,

resources and expertise, seemingly reserved for the ‘nursery elite’, into

the hands of parents and carers everywhere, navigating this journey with

very little support.

For more information please visit www.babbu.co.uk 

or email: hello@babbu..co.uk
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STEAM in the Early Years: Inspiring the Problem Solvers of Tomorrow 

Children actively explore and investigate the world using all their senses from the moment they are born. As 
preschoolers, they start developing 21st century skills by practicing how to communicate their ideas, problem–solve 
with their peers, reflect, test, evaluate, and improve their designs.  Just like engineers, who solve real world issues, 
children also learn about the world around them through diverse experiences, seeking answers to their questions.  

This eagerness to explore the world comes naturally to children so it is pivotal for educators to observe and document 
children’s learning during this process both during structured and unstructured play (free play). Free play is especially 
important as students are allowed to collaborate and communicate with others and experiment with a wide range of 
materials. Moreover, students flourish as they are encouraged to take risks, show initiative, work at their own pace, 
explore and discover things that interest them, exhibit agency, develop social and creative skills as well as imaginary 
thinking.   

Teachers need to ask open-ended, thought-provoking questions, document what the students say, what they think, 
and how they interact with the environment. Teachers use these anecdotal records to create an individualized profile 
regarding the development of each child.  Great emphasis is given, as well, to a rich environment that can serve as the 
third teacher and invite children to delve deeper, investigate, and represent their learning. 

 

Why do we use STEAM in the Early Years then?   

STEAM allows students, through play, to explore the world in a way that comes naturally to them. 

The STEAM acronym makes it explicit that the subjects under the umbrella of STEAM —Science, Technology, 
Engineering, Arts, and Math—are deeply interconnected.  

According to the Boston Science Museum (2022) and the Boston Children’s Museum (2022): 

S: Science is a way of thinking and includes the body of knowledge about the physical and natural world.       

T: Technology is the way of doing and incorporates the body of knowledge, systems, processes, and artifacts that result 
from engineering.                                                                                                                               

E: Engineering is also a way of doing things and involves the application of scientific and mathematical knowledge to 
creatively design and build.  

A: Arts is a way of communicating and expressing ourselves creatively. Arts involves problem solving in using a variety 
of materials. 

M: Math is a way of measuring as well as the science of numbers, quantities, shapes, and the relationship between 
them.  
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Interdisciplinary connections   

Teaching STEAM is different from traditional teaching of individual subject areas because it promotes interdisciplinary 
learning, through play, in order to prepare students to have the prerequisite skills to become the future generation of 
problem solvers. Subject areas are interconnected and deepen students’ thinking, learning, engagement, and 
motivation. Children’s learning is deeper when they are involved, engaged and show agency in authentic educational 
experiences. These educational experiences are open, flexible, and give teachers the opportunity to act as facilitators 
to students’ inquiries.  

Why Engineering in Early Childhood?  

At this age, children's minds are malleable and open to change. Therefore, engineering is an excellent opportunity for 
children to shift their mindset, become more open-minded, and critical thinkers. Through free play, children naturally 
cultivate communication and observation skills, enrich their vocabulary, and develop their executive functioning as 
well as their fine and gross motor skills. Specifically, when students participate in engineering experiences, they are 
able to develop the following habits of mind:  

1. Consider problems in context 
2. Use a problem-solving process 
3. Envision multiple solutions 
4. Apply scientific knowledge for problem-solving   
5. Investigate the properties and uses of materials  
6. Make evidence-based decisions  
7. Persist and learn from failure 
8. Work effectively in teams  

(Engineering Habits of Mind, Boston Science Museum, 2022)  
 
 
The Engineering Design Process at the J.M Carras Kindergarten ,  Athens College 

At J.M Carras Kindergarten,  we truly believe that STEAM and especially engineering, provides a unique way to cultivate 
a multitude of skills and domains.  As such, our school has started an affiliation with the Boston Science Museum in 
order to implement the 5-step Engineering Design Process in the pre-kindergarten and kindergarten classes. 

• Ask— identify the problem and solutions   
• Imagine—brainstorm and select a solution to test   
• Plan—specify the design and materials   
• Create—make and test a model   
• Improve—ask how the design can be even better and start the cycle again  
 
 (Museum of Science, Boston 2018) 
 
 
J.M Carras Kindergarten’s Profile 
 
J.M Carras Kindergarten is a dual language, PYP school certified by the International Baccalaureate (IB), and consists 
of thirty-seven experienced teachers (twelve Greek speaking, twelve English speaking, seven single-subject teachers, 
and six teacher assistants). Moreover, the staff is supported by the Kindergarten’s Psychoeducational Team (speech 
therapist, occupational therapist, child psychologist, and educational psychologist) to ensure that every child reaches 
his or her true potential.  

All the educational staff have been participating in professional development training sessions regarding the PYP and 
STEAM. 
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The Kindergarten’s student population consists of students from a high socio-economic profile (middle upper 
socioeconomic class) and of children between 4 to 6 years old.  

The developmental profiles of the children that make up this population are relatively homogeneous but some of 
those might have needs in specific areas (e.g. speech/language/communication/hearing/voice, motor coordination/ 
attention/ organization/sensory integration/ socio-emotional/learning). 

Individual cases of children who attend the kindergarten might already have a diagnosis (e.g. DLD, Speech Sound 
Disorder, Motor Coordination Disorder, ASD, ADHD, etc.) and are treated by specialists outside the school setting.   

During the school year, children are observed within their classroom by all members of the Psychoeducational Team. 
These observations are helpful for obtaining information regarding children’s behavior, participation, socialization, 
engagement, play, and ability to follow classroom routines, among others. These observations contribute to the 
collaboration with the educators and both parents, in order to support children’s needs, inclusion, and 
individualization. In addition, a screening takes place by the members of the psychoeducational team in order to 
identify and prevent early possible needs. 

In all cases, the goal of this kindergarten is to individualize and integrate the needs arising from the challenges the 
children face, in the children's educational program, and in the general practices of the kindergarten.            

STEAM activities are ideal for this purpose because they are inclusive and give an opportunity to children of all 
developmental and learning profiles to equally participate and benefit from them.  

Specifically, engineering provides opportunities for educators to engage students in ways that match their learning 
style so all students—including English learners, students who receive special educational services, and those who 
have not flourished with instruction that is more traditional—can thrive. Hands-on activities channel students’ energy 
and develop positive problem-solving and critical-thinking strategies. These essential skills can transform the way 
students and teachers approach challenges in all subject areas. 

Engineering in Practice 
 
Tinkering in Pre-K 
 
In Pre-K, great emphasis is placed on “tinkering”. Throughout the process of “tinkering” children choose and 
experiment freely with open-ended materials and understand the world through their senses. They use their creativity 
and imagination to explore how materials and tools work, learn about the properties of various materials and 
experiment with assembling and disassembling objects. More emphasis is given to the process rather than the product 
and teachers actively support students’ agency.  
 
  
Learning Scenario 1 (Pre-K): Applying the Engineering Design Process 

Title: Cultural awareness: An Engineering project inspired by the book Handa’s Surprise   
 
Age and number of students:  Twenty-two, 4-year-old students   
 
Aim of the lesson:  
Academic goals:   

1. Social Sciences: Identify similarities and differences between themselves and others  
2. Natural Sciences: Investigate the special characteristics of objects and their properties 

Attributes of Learning (Skills): Thinking, Social, and Communication skills 
Learner Profile Attributes: Thinkers and Open-minded 
 
Provocation: The teachers read the story Handa’s Surprise by Eileen Browne. Students started wondering why Handa 
used a basket to transfer the fruit instead of using a vehicle. After the teachers explained to the students that Handa 
did not have access to a car, the question arose by the students:  
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1. Ask: How can we help Handa carry the fruit safely to her friend?  
2. Imagine: The students were asked to work in groups of three and think of ways that would help Handa carry 

the fruit from one village to the other. The team members shared their ideas and made responsible decisions 
regarding the most practical solution. The discussions were facilitated by the teachers who tried to encourage 
effective communication amongst the students.   

3. Plan: After the students discussed their ideas, they designed the proposal that most members agreed on.  
4. Create: Once students finished designing their ideas, they “tinkered” with a large array of open – ended 

materials. Then, they had to apply their intrinsic knowledge of engineering and investigate the properties of 
the materials in order to create a durable structure that would be able to carry a certain amount of fruit. The 
process was facilitated by the teachers using open-ended questions.   

 
Documentation: 
Teachers’ questions: 

- How can you make the construction bigger to fit all the fruit? 
- How can you change the construction, so the fruit does not fall out? 
- Why did you choose these materials? 

Students’ questions: 
-How can I make this box bigger to fit all the fruit? 
- This keeps falling off.  Should I use glue or tape? 
-The fruit keeps falling off the paper. Should I use the kitchen roll instead? 
 

5. Improve & Present: Each group presented their creations and tested their durability. The students provided 
feedback to each other, both within the group and between groups, regarding the sturdiness of the 
constructions and how to enhance them in order to become stronger. The students reflected on the different 
proposals and proceeded to make the appropriate changes.   

  
 
Assessment: The teachers kept anecdotal records throughout the Engineering Design Process, keeping notes as well 
as audiovisual documentation. These records were then used to assess the aforementioned academic goals and skills 
as well as the Engineering Habits of Mind (Boston Science Museum, 2022).  
 
Social Sciences: Most students were able to identify differences between their daily lives and Handa's life. 
 
Natural Sciences: All the students were eager to investigate the special characteristics of objects, and some were able 
to describe their properties in greater detail.  
  
Thinking skills: Most students were able to find solutions to the problem. Moreover, they critically evaluated whether 
their construction would work and made the appropriate changes based on trial and error. 
Communication skills: All students were able to present their solution to their classmates. 

Social skills: Most students needed encouragement by an adult to cooperate effectively (sharing materials, helping 
each other). 

Open-minded: Students showed an appreciation for a different culture. 

Reflection: Teachers encouraged a respectful, non-competitive environment, open to experimentation where all 
students felt safe to freely express themselves and iterate. Teachers ensured that all teams consisted of mixed ability 
students, facilitated the equal participation of all members, and scaffolded their thinking so they could propose 
different solutions to the problem.  

Many students found it difficult to use tools appropriately and effectively (scissors, tape) and needed lots of support. 
Teachers often had to intervene to encourage all team members to participate equally. 
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Learning Scenario 2 (Kindergarten): Applying the Engineering Design Process 

Title: Social awareness: The role of engineers in shaping communities  
 
Age & number of students:  One hundred and fifty, 5-6 years old students 
 
Aim of the lesson:  
Academic goals:    
1. Natural Sciences: Make predictions, observations, attempts, and draw conclusions 
2. Social Sciences: Appreciate and value different professions 
 
Attributes of Learning (Skills): Thinking, Social, and Communication skills 
 
Learner Profile Attributes: Thinker, Communicator, Open-minded 
  
Provocation: Engineer parents visited the kindergarten and presented their professions (architects, structural and civil 
engineers, designers) to the students. Each engineer brought tools and materials that related to their profession and 
the children were given the opportunity to explore them.  The question that arose from the students was: 
 

1. Ask:   How can we build an ideal city?  
2. Imagine: After the teacher facilitated a discussion regarding what an ideal city should look like, students were 

asked to work in groups of five. Each group had to choose which part of the city they would like to create.  
3. Plan: The students discussed their ideas with their team members and designed the proposal that most 

members agreed on. 
4. Create: Students and parents gathered all the materials that they needed, decided which materials would be 

most suitable for their construction, and started to make their creations.  
 

Documentation: 
Teachers’ questions: 

- What do you need to do to make sure that the sky scrapper does not fall down? 
- How can you make the hospital bigger so more patients can fit inside? 
- Why did you choose to use this material? 

 
Students’ questions:  

- Should we use bricks or wood to build the playground? 
- Can the stick work as a seesaw or should I use something else? 
- How can I make a tall building without it falling down? 

 
5. Improve & Present:  When all groups completed their creations, they connected the constructions to create 

their ideal city . Each group presented their constructions to their classmates and there were fruitful 
discussions and suggestions regarding how the buildings could change to become sturdier. At the end of the 
year, there was an engineering exhibition and members of the wider school community came to see the 
exhibits.  

 
 
Assessment: The teachers kept anecdotal records throughout the Engineering Design Process, keeping notes as well 
as audiovisual documentation. These records were then used to assess the aforementioned academic goals and skills 
as well as the Engineering Habits of Mind (Boston Science Museum, 2022). 
 
Natural Sciences: All students experimented with the materials. Some students were able to identify structural 
problems in their creations and made the appropriate changes. 
 
Social Sciences: All students became more knowledgeable regarding the profession of engineering.  
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Thinking skills: Most students were able to find solutions to the problem. They critically evaluated whether their 
construction would work but some were not able to easily find solutions to the problem. 
Communication skills: All students were able to present and justify the materials they used to build their constructions 
using vocabulary related to engineering, in both languages.  
Social skills: Most students were able to cooperate effectively in groups without adult intervention. 
Open-minded: Students became acquainted with different engineering professions and learned how engineers help 
the community.   
 
 Recommendations for teachers who want to implement engineering in the Early Years:  

• Familiarize the students with the connections between the STEAM subjects. 
• Use students’ previous knowledge in order to guide their inquiry. 
• Balance between disciplinary and interdisciplinary learning experiences. 
• Enjoy the process not the result. 
• Set your imagination free and experiment with everyday materials. 
• Engage parents: Sharing detailed information of the learning process to the parents. 

The constrains for professionals who may want to implement similar strategies are:  

• Limitation of time. 
• Shortage of resources (materials, technological equipment such as iPads, PC, coding devices). 
• Ratio children teacher 1:8. 
• Adequate budget for professional development. 

 

The biggest challenge for the school administration is to be open-minded, innovative, open to change, and take risks. 
Emphasis is on the process and not the outcome, something that parents may not always understand or appreciate, 
as the results are not always tangible. A perfect outcome is easier for parents and the whole community to understand 
and accept. In order to achieve the community’s appreciation of the process, it is important to change teachers’ and 
parents’ mindset, as well as the school’s philosophy. 

 

 

Tatiana Gouskou | Principal 
‘’J. M. Carras’’ Kindergarten 
Athens College | Hellenic American Educational Foundation 

Stefanou Delta 15 |154 52 Psychiko  
Tel: +302106798297  www.athenscollege.edu.gr  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vasilike Koutsioukis | Head of the English Department 
J.M.Carras Kindergarten 
Athens College | Hellenic American Educational Foundation 

Stefanou Delta 15 |154 52 Psychico 
Tel: +302106798297 | www.athenscollege.edu.gr 

 

 

 Zoe Lousidou | Deputy Principal – PYP Coordinator 

J. M. Carras” Kindergarten 
Athens College|Hellenic-American Educational Foundation 
Stefanou Delta 15 |154 52 Psychico 

Τel: +302106798100(4788)| www.athenscollege.edu.gr 
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Appendix Α 
 

 

  Picture 1. Taking risks  

 

Picture 2. The Engineering Design Process – An affiliation between J.M. Carras Kindergarten and the Museum of 
Science, Boston. 

 

 

Picture 3. J.M. Carras Kindergarten, Athens College 
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Picture 4. Tinkering with a wide range of materials 

Learning Scenario 1 (Pre-K): Applying the Engineering Design Process 

 

 

Picture 5. Provocation - Ask: How can we help Handa carry the fruit to her friend?  
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Picture 6. Imagine: The students are working in groups, discussing their ideas, and coming up with a final proposal.  
 

 

Picture 7. Plan: Students design their proposals.  
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Picture 8. Tinkering: Students explore a wide range of materials in order to construct. 

  

 

Picture 9. Create: Students are creating their proposals, using trial and error.  
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Pictures 10 & 11. Improve and Present: Students test and present their creations.  
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Learning scenario 2 

 

Picture 12. Provocation - Ask: How can we build an ideal city?  

 

Picture 13. Imagine: The students are working in groups, discussing their ideas, and coming up with a final proposal. 
 

 

Picture 14. Plan: Students design their proposals. 
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Pictures 15 & 16. Create: Students are creating their proposals, using trial and error. 
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Pictures 17 & 18. Improve and Present: Students test and present their creations. 

 

 

 

 

Picture 19. Thinking skills 
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Picture 20. Communication skills: Using coding to work with friends to navigate through a city.  

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 21. We all love engineering!  
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An overview of the child-led, inclusive play program and clear description of the play practices. 
  
The world is facing unprecedented challenges, and this time has underscored the importance of preparing 
children not only to understand what human beings are experiencing in a world on the move but also to 
have a voice.  Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child states that all 
children capable of forming their own views, the right to express their views freely in all matters affecting 
them. Children are already citizens of the world who are inheriting consequences of decisions that are 
being made now, thus it is important to include their voices and participation to transform society. 
Storytelling and play are the most genuine modes of communication and participation.  This paper reports 
two case studies in Greece and the USA focusing on the UN Sustainable Development goal 4: Quality 
education; goal 10: Reduce Inequalities; goal 16: Peace, justice, and strong institutions. They portrait how 
collective digital storytelling can offer spaces for multicultural children in their early years to share, co-
construct, and recreate their experiences of migration, through a collaborative play that prepares them to 
become voiceful global citizens and cope with the challenges of the changing world around them. In our 
case studies we used the Re-Imagining Migration Learning Arc (Boix Mansilla, 2019) as a framework to 
explore this issue. 
 
Children are born with a brain prepared to investigate and make sense of the world. Long before they can 
talk, they explore their environment and read the world. As they grow, their curiosity takes them to new 
explorations and they start thinking in stories. Stories reflected in play are a powerful way to engage 
children in making their thinking visible.  Play is a natural approach that leverages children’s curiosity, 
imagination and creativity. Thus, intentional teachers should be responsive to children’s curiosity (that 
leads them to set goals), the strategies they use to reach their goals, and the theories that reveal their 
thinking to create opportunities that promote thinking dispositions (Salmon, 2016).  
 
The process naturally involves children in microspheric dramatic play where they impersonate a character 
or characters to externalize their thoughts. As they interact with other characters, they construct collective 
meaning about the world. The process that precedes a digital story involves multiliteracies integrating a 
range of modes of expression. Multiliteracy (The New London Group, 1996) is the ability to identify, 
interpret, create, and communicate meaning across a variety of visual, oral, corporal, musical and 
alphabetical forms of communication. Children’s voices become visible through different media: 
Crayons, paper, puppets, clay, objects, all embody and convey meaning and emotions. Digitizing a story 
engages children in designing backgrounds, and characters with drawings, clay, or collages using open-
ended materials that will be used to produce their story. As a microspheric-dramatic play, digital 
storytelling cognitively, emotionally, and socially engages children in deep conversations that lead to 
sustainable actions. Emerging technologies can leverage the power of stories as students become excited 
by sharing their own ideas and emotions with an authentic audience reaching far beyond the classroom. 
This paper reports a project that involved immigrant origin children in telling their stories of migration. 
We aim to provide children with opportunities to use multiple voices to engage them in conversations that 
can be extended to sustainable actions. Digital storytelling gives young children despite their language 
and cultural background. Digital storytelling as a play-based activity lays the foundation for critical 
thinking and scientific inquiry as it requires the learners to dig into complex understandings of a topic.  
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It helps children build dispositions such as empathy, perspective taking, flexibility, problem seeking and 
problem solving.  In the process children develop habits of mind (Costa & Kallick, 2014) such as thinking 
interdependently, listening with understanding and empathy, being creative and innovative which are 
attributes of good problem solvers and citizens. 
 
A description of the children involved in the play, including how many, ages, gender, description of 
needs, and cultural backgrounds 
 
This paper features two case studies where teachers and children in two contexts receive a high 
percentage of immigrant and asylum-seeking families (Miami, United States of America and Piraeus, 
Greece). It shows the role that collective digital storytelling plays in the construction of inclusive teaching 
and learning environments.  
     
In this project we employed a comparative case study approach working in two kindergarten classrooms 
serving a high percentage of immigrant and new arriving often forcefully displaced refugee children.  We 
piloted digital stories for influence (an approach to help children craft their stories to influence others) and 
play in these two settings to respond to the demands of changing demographics and to ensure that young 
people grow up understanding diversity as a shared condition of their neighborhoods (Salmon & Melliou, 
2021). 
 
In Miami the participants attended an afterschool program from a community-based center that Assist 
Central American indigenous descendent families. This is a not-for-Profit organization that promotes and 
supports the well-being of the Guatemalan-Maya community and the refugee, migrant, indigenous, and 
farm-working community in Palm Beach County, Florida. The project involved 7 girls and 11 boys; and 
four adults. Spanish is the first language for most of the children. All children were bilingual (English and 
Spanish) except for two Hattian descents who spoke only English, and one recently arrived girl from 
Honduras who only spoke Spanish 
 

The kindergarten school of Piraeus where the study was implemented is an indicative example of an 
educational setting where teachers were confronted with several challenges related to language diversity 
and lack of special training. The all-day classroom consisted of twenty-two children ranging from ages 4 
to 6. Almost half of the children (12) were foreign whose parents were either immigrants in Greece or 
refugees from Afghanistan and Syria. None of those children spoke Greek at home. Among the newly 
arriving refugee students two were separated from their caregivers and probably have been exposed to a 
range of protection risks during the journey, and upon arrival.   

A description of the professional(s) involved, including breadth and depth of experience, education 
and discipline, gender, and cultural background 
 
The authors involved in the project are scholars and practitioners from the United States and Greece. The 
team has a history of collaborations, thus already reaching a common ground of understanding for 
sustaining a high scientific collaboration. Together they hold over 300 publications at a local and 
international level.  
The authors, in collaboration with teachers and graduate assistants, developed an approach of combining 
digital storytelling, thus approaching story-construction in a more collaborative and creative manner, 
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being able to support children in the process. They had been widely presented in professional meetings 
across the globe. The team and authors consist of: 
 
Dr. Angela Salmon (Female Ecuadorian/American citizen) Associate professor in Early Childhood 
Education at Florida International University in the USA. She has a well-earned reputation for building 
learning communities of practice and empowering teachers to implement research-based thinking 
strategies to promote intentional play. Her research interest is the interplay between cognition, language, 
and literacy development focusing on children’s play, theory of mind, executive functions, metacognition, 
language and literacy development, and learning communities of practice. Her research draws from 
coaching teachers in the implementation of cutting-edge research ideas and her experience developing a 
Reggio Emilia inspired preschool and as a faculty member at Harvard Project Zero.   
 
Dr. Kiriaki Melliou (Female Greek citizen) is an Education Coordinator at the 6th Peripheral Center of 
Educational Planning of Attica and among the authors of the new national curriculum of Early Childhood 
Education in Greece. She has established and now mentors a vibrant teacher community committed to 
promote empathy and inclusion among diverse students using Harvard’s Project Zero frameworks such as 
“Out of Eden Learn”. Kiriaki has served as a Fellow at Project Zero’s renowned annual conference at 
Harvard University and has contributed as an expert to national and international scientific projects 
awarded by the Greek Ministry of Education and the Council of Europe. She has published more than 30 
research papers and presented in several international conferences. Since 2020 she has been teaching 
three graduate courses at the University of Western Macedonia under the topic of learning and thinking 
strategies for 21st century education. 
 
Dr. Tharrenos Bratitsis (Male Greek citizen), is a Full Professor at the Early Childhood Education 
Department, University of Western Macedonia, Greece and a director of the Creativity, Innovation and 
Technology in Education (CrInTE) Laboratory. He publishes regularly, having over 220 scientific papers 
with over 1000 citations on his work. He has participated in over 45 research funded projects, 23 as a 
coordinator (global or for UOWM). His research interests include Technology Enhanced Learning, 
Game-based Learning, Digital Storytelling, STEAM Education, Educational Robotics, Computer 
Supported Collaborative Learning and Learning Analytics. 
 
A detailed description of the play scenario(s) and examples of the actions and interactions by 
professionals and children supported with concrete, replicable examples 
 
The use of children’s books or artwork was usually the first provocation to invite children to tell their 
stories. Usually, the adults use thinking routines and global thinking routines (Boix-Mansilla, 2016) to 
engage children cognitively and emotionally in critical literacy. Critical literacy practices encourage 
students to explore the depth of prior knowledge that they have and to explore their understandings and 
misconceptions of a topic, to question their everyday world and to consider actions that can be taken to 
promote social justice (Salmon, 2022). Stories of migration can be complex and multifaceted. The 
selected children’s books were aligned with the Reimagining Migration Learning Arc to activate learners’ 
prior knowledge and ignite their desire to share their stories. 
 
USA Case Study 
In Miami, upon listening to a story, the adults offered them different ways to respond to a story, for 
example, after reading Jamie Lee Courtis book This Is Me: A Story of Who We Are & Where We Came 

29 / 247

https://learn.outofedenwalk.com/


4 

From, as story about making decision of what to pack when you have to move to another country, the 
children were invited to create a suitcase and draw the objects that they wanted to bring with them. A 
critical step in the process was sharing what they created. Children are curious and competent 
communicators who have stories to tell and who want to make connections to the stories other people tell 
so they can develop a sense of belonging. The more they share, the more they want to find new ways to 
communicate. Little by little, the children’s stories were more elaborated; they required more images and 
pages to tell the story. In the next step they were interested in making, tinkering, and creating 3D objects 
(puppets, houses, boats) to tell their stories, often centered around collaborative environments that 
combine various open-ended materials and technologies. This was the perfect moment to invite them to 
create a puppet that represents either the character of the story, an imaginary character or themselves.  
This was an igniting moment; the children spontaneously began to use their drawings and puppets to 
engage in microspheric-dramatic play which was the step before digitizing their stories. In the process of 
digitizing their stories using stop motion, children must slow down to put their ideas in order and decide 
on the message that they want to convey to their audience. In this stage we noticed an increased 
collaboration among themselves. The children distributed the characters and negotiated what they wanted 
to do or say.  By digitizing a story, the children are forced to slow down, listen to each other, take 
perspectives, imagine, and reimagine aspects of the story.  In this stage, they can reflect more in depth on 
the topic and decide what they want others to learn from them. Knowing that there is an audience that will 
listen to their stories, they develop a sense of agency and their opportunity to influence others with their 
stories. This was a great opportunity to see children’s inclusion, absolutely all the children participated 
despite language barriers, cultural differences, and shy personalities who barely join the class.  
 
Greek Case Study 
Within the framework of questions included in the Reimagining Migration (RM) Learning Arc teachers in 
Piraeus began by using children’s books to explore diverse stories of migration and understand the 
reasons why some people may leave their homes. This was an important step for the digital storytelling 
process because children became knowledgeable about good examples of stories and started envisioning 
their own. To help all students empathize with each other’s stories without the language barrier teachers 
organized several activities in the dramatic play area. The social aspect of dramatic play was considered 
especially beneficial in helping immigrant children come out of their shell and act out their feelings and 
life-experiences. At first children in small groups were taken on roles that emerged from the books they 
had explored, then, they were making up situations and finally they were invited to share their feelings in 
every meaningful way. This was a powerful step for children not only to develop the characters of the 
story but also to cope with their stress and make their stories visible. In addition, the Greek students who 
were in the same groups with refugee children demonstrated more empathy toward them because they had 
tried out stepping into their shoes for a while. 
The next section of the RM Learning Arc questions was linked to the digital storytelling steps of 
elaborating on characters’ strengths and personal virtues. Although several questions seemed complex 
and perhaps difficult for young children to respond to, the teachers deliberately included them to enable 
students to recognize perspectives and build the plot of the story. Willing to meaningfully involve 
culturally and linguistically diverse students in the process, the teachers suggested bringing the story alive 
through stop motion animation. This powerful technique includes different types of play such as creating, 
moving, and capturing objects from clay, playing with the light and adding props into the video that all 
children can be engaged with.   
The class was separated in small groups each one of them was responsible for delivering one of the 
different digital storytelling tasks included in the process. For example, steps that required writing skills 
like building the storyboard to make the events of the story concrete, were assigned to groups of Greek-
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speaking students. On the other hand, steps that were related to ICT use and included hands-on activities 
like making human figures and the background of the setting of clay, taking pictures and inserting them in 
the video software, adding sound and so forth were given to foreign students. This way teachers made 
sure they were offering different students with distinctive playful avenues to express ideas and create 
meaningful product assignments. Even though the created digital story was relatively low-tech, in the 
sense of being made easily on a computer with basic hardware and software, the final product had the 
advantage of including diverse children’s voices that probably wouldn't have been shared otherwise. 
Under different circumstances, inviting immigrant children to recall experiences associated with 
overwhelming emotions would not be advisable. However, by constructing a story with others through 
multiple forms of play, children experienced an important form of belonging and recognition. This video 
https://youtu.be/61VPX-1-3iQ  is the result of the process described for this case study. 
 
·A description of how developmental and educational impacts for individual children were 
determined is provided 

 
As school becomes more and more culturally and linguistically diverse, emerging technologies can invite 
different forms of communication, offering students a meaningful way to find and share their voices. 
Intentional teaching should align with any sustainable development goal (SDG) and invite the children to 
contribute with their voice.  
 
We seek to develop a desirable, viable, and feasible child-friendly framework to help children uncover 
untold stories of their families and friends, gain awareness, take perspective, and take action to welcome 
other children. Play enhanced by thinking and global thinking routines help children become active 
citizens and identify an emotional outlet for sharing their stories  
 
In both settings we observed similar benefits: 
Learning needs:  Children developed language and literacy through play, the second language learners 
accelerated the language learning. It was a meaningful opportunity to develop a sense of curiosity, 
engagement, and agency. The children developed multiliteracies which allowed them to communicate in 
different ways 
Social needs: Children had the opportunity to collaborate and learn from each other.  They developed 
empathy and connection. They developed a sense of belonging, and bonding.  They reaffirmed their 
identities.  
Emotional needs: This was an engaging developmentally appropriate risk-free environment that allowed 
the children to cope with trauma associated with their immigration journey. By sharing their stories, they 
didn’t feel alone. The children develop compassion and self-compassion. 
Habits of Mind: They learned to listen with understanding and empathy, they learned to communicate; 
creating, imagining, and innovating; thinking interdependently and flexibly, applying past knowledge to 
new situations, among others.  

 
Specific guidance and recommendations for other professionals who may wish to implement similar 
strategies 
  
Although we found many benefits of digital storytelling, it is important to highlight that digital 
storytelling is not the goal, this is just one venue to help children slow down, dig on a topic in depth, take 
perspective and present their stories in a way that they can transcend and influence others.  
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Partially, the above recommendation relies on the theoretical framework which was designed within the 
Digital Destiny Project (Erasmus+ KA226, Proj No. 2020-1-IS01-KA226-SCH-082804) in which one of 
the authors is a full partner as a senior researcher (http://www.digitaldestiny.eu/). The framework 
proposes that societal issues which are directly connected to UN’s SDGs can be selected and brought into 
the classroom as the context of learning opportunities for children. For that, four methodologies are 
proposed to be used in combination (the framework and the project overall exemplifies ways of 
combining methodologies within their overlapping stages), namely Digital Storytelling, Design Thinking, 
Problem–based Learning and Project-based Learning. The underlying idea is that societal issues provide 
ground for meaningful learning for children, as they relate to rea-life situations with which children are 
already familiarized with. Thus, Sustainable Development Education can contextualize a large portion of 
the modern curricula, following the proposed approach, also in a playful manner.  
 
It is important to consider that learning is a consequence of thinking.  Play is a cognitive activity and a 
natural venue that children use to externalize their thinking, that is, their hypothesis, ideas, and solutions 
(Salmon, 2016). For that reason, it is important to engage children in reflecting on the thinking behind the 
play experience (Salmon, 2016). Documentation is a key tool to invite the children to revisit the play 
experience and reflect on that. Coupled with reflection, play leads to the development of thinking 
dispositions and promotes deep learning and understanding (Salmon, 2016). 
 
For collective reflections the use of thinking routines such as What do you see in a piece of art or 
creation? What do you think? What do you wonder? help the children become more thoughtful and 
intentional in their play. It helps children become aware of their understanding and take ownership of 
their learning. 
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School readiness data indicates that 
young children are not being provided 

with learning opportunities necessary to 
be successful in math and science.

- Nurturing STEM Skills in Young Learners

 

Our youngest students are 
naturally inquisitive, ask questions 

without reserve, and are often 
unheeded in taking risks.

Brain and skill-building 
experiences early in life are 

critical for child development.
- McClure et al. (2017)

 

Developmentally-appropriate, 
rigorous STEM learning remains a 

missing link in most children’s early 
educational experiences.

- Hadani and Rood (2018)

 
STEM education is not culturally 

neutral. It is subject to the same types 
of cultural biases and stereotypes as 

other topics in education.
- The Early Childhood STEM Working Group

Approximately 40% of U.S. children are 
not ready for kindergarten, and too 
many children reach Grade 4 lacking 

key science and math skills and 
knowledge.
- STEM Smart Brief
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What isWhat isWhat is
a Robot?a Robot?a Robot?
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Development

Early
Childhood

Foundational
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C O N S I D E R
We know that people can program
robots and design computer games.

However, sometimes the program that
they write does not work correctly.

E X P L O R E
Using stacking counters, identify the error in a

sequence.

D E B R I E F
Where is the "bug" or error in the program? How do

you know?

How should the program read?

What stacking counter will you choose to fix the

program? Show me how you can check your work.
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Sticker Dots

Colored Counters

Uncooked Pasta or Beans

Playdoh

Beads

Pattern Blocks

Colored Tiles

Linking Cubes

Letters
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Large tasks are made up 
of a series of smaller tasks
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I can use spinners to locate the end square on a

game board

I can develop a code to direct someone from

point A to point B

Efficient processes contain logical 
organization, sequencing, and order
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Shape Game
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CONSIDER AS A STUDENT

CONSIDER AS A TEACHER
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Designing a program to complete a task
requires problem solving and perseverance

while making edits and revisions. 

I can retell parts of a story

I can use symbols to show the

direction that something travels

I can show multiple ways to solve a

problem
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Note: This activity has been modified from KinderLab's Dances Around the World activity.
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young learner’s mathematical skills 
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Executive Summary 

Purpose 

The purpose of the current case study is to present the effects in students’ engagement and 
academic gains from the implementation of multiple representations; digital, non-digital and 
movement game-based, in math learning centers in Kindergarten. Multiple representations 
are widely used to develop a deeper understanding of ideas. Representations include words, 
symbols, graphs, physical and virtual manipulatives, etc. (Ainsworth, 2008). 

Major Points 

In the present case study, the participating Kindergarten teachers were responsible to: (i) design the 
playful multiple representations for the math learning centers based on the 3 main UDL principles, 
(ii) deliver the instruction in their classrooms and, (iii) assess the performance of their students 
based on the pre and post-tests. Moreover, they evaluated the effectiveness of the interventions 
and their children’s progress by filling detailed reports by the end of each session.  

Results 

A total of 49 students from 2 departments of the same private Kindergarten school, of the same age 
(5 years old) participated in the present study which consists of two different arms; the first 
regarding shape recognition, while the second one regarding the students’ calculation abilities. In 
the first arm of the study, the students were asked to recognize 4 different shapes as a pre-test, and 
following the intervention they were asked to recognize 5 different shapes. They were scored based 
on their ability from 0-3. Comparing the two tests a statistically significant increase was performed 
on the shape recognition capabilities (2.75±0.63 vs 3.00±0.00; p=0.017). It should be noted that 
following the Kinems intervention all students were able to recognize all shapes correctly, while 6 
out of 49 (12.24%) of the students presented with limited shape recognition capabilities and 2 out of 
49 (4.08%) presented with moderate shape recognition capability. When adjusting for gender, the 
difference remained statistically significant.  
In the second arm of the study, the ability of the students on calculation ability was ranked with a 
score of 1-4. In the pre-test only one question was relevant, while in the post-test the two relevant 
questions were evaluated by examining the mean score of the students in these questions (ranging 
from 1 to 4). In the post-test one question referred to the student’s ability to add numbers and the 
other to their ability to subtract numbers. The mean score of the “add numbers ability” was 
3.71±0.54, while the mean score of the “subtract number ability” was 3.49±0.61. Following KINEMS 
intervention the students presented with statistically significant improved calculation abilities 
(2.83±1.08 vs 3.60±0.53; p<0.001). A graphical representation of the aforementioned scores is 
presented in Figure 1. Twenty six out of 49 (53.06%) students presented with a perfect score post-
test while the respective number was 19 out of 49 (38.78%) in the pre-test. Interestingly no student 
presented with the lowest score in the post-test, while 5 (10.20%) students presented with the 
lowest score in the pre-. When adjusting for gender, the difference remained statistically significant.  
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Abstract 
Kindergarten provides children with life skills and opportunities that strengthen the whole 
child and their developmental across all domains of learning, setting a strong foundation for 
their educational journey. Learning centers are an integral part of the learning process in 
Kindergarten classrooms. The question is how we can design more playful, attractive, 
inclusive, and effective activities for the learning centers. In the present case study two 
Kindergarten teachers utilized multiple representations; digital, non-digital and movement 
game-based, to design activities for six different math learning centers. 49 students 
participated in the study. Based on the pre and post-tests, the suggested holistic design had 
positive effects in students’ engagement and academic gains. 

 
Key words: whole child approach, learning centers, multiple representations, embodied 
learning, kindergarten 

Introduction 
Kindergarten is the child’s first big step in formal education. It provides experiences for children to 
grow and develop through play and interaction when working in learning centers. Thus, it is 
important to offer the foundation they need to become well-rounded, healthy individuals, equipped 
with important life skills to help them reach their full potential. A whole child approach to education 
focuses attention on the social, emotional, mental, physical as well as cognitive development of 
students (Slade, & Griffith, 2013). In order to achieve a holistic approach, educators should be 
flexible to design multiple representations (Ainsworth, 2008) for the learning centers. Universal 
Design for Learning (UDL) is a framework that provides teachers guidance on how to create flexible 
learning environments which cater for the needs and abilities of all learners (Hall, Mayer, & Rose, 
2012; Mayer et al., 2014). It is based on three main principles: (i) representation; offering 
information in more than one format. For example, textbooks are primarily visual. But providing 
digital and physical learning resources that support hands-on learning gives all kids a chance to 
acquire knowledge and skills in whichever way is best suited to their learning strengths, (ii) action 
and expression; giving kids more than one way to interact with the learning resources and to show 
what they’ve learned and, (iii) engagement; teachers should look for multiple ways to motivate 
students, making skill building feel like a playful learning experience and creating opportunities for 
students to get up and move around the classroom (Mayer, Rose, & Gordon, 2014).  
The purpose of the current case study is to present the effects in students’ engagement and 
academic gains from the implementation of multiple representations, both digital and non-digital, in 
math learning centers in Kindergarten. Main intervention components and outcomes are extracted 
and combined to provide an overall picture of participants, research aims, procedures and effects. Α 
case study was conducted including 49 students and two teachers from a private Kindergarten 
school in Athens, Greece. Details about the case study will be given in the following sections. The 
paper will end with concluding remarks about the way multiple representations could be offered to 
Kindergarten students to practice academic concepts. In the present case study, the participating 
Kindergarten teachers orchestrated their classrooms in learning centers, based on the 3 main UDL 
principles. 

Aim of the pilot case study 
The present study seeks to investigate if and to what extent the implementation of multiple 
representations in Kindergarten using digital and non-digital resources: (a) increases students’ 
engagement, (b) is effective for the development of academic skills of young children. 
 
Method 
Participants 
A total of 49 students from 2 departments of the same private Kindergarten school, of the same age 
(5 years old) participated in the present study. Twenty-six of them were female, while the remaining 
23 were male. Moreover, 2 Kindergarten teachers participated in the case study. The Kindergarten 
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teachers were responsible to: (i) design the multiple representations for the math learning centers 
based on the 3 main UDL principles, (ii) deliver the instruction in their classrooms and, (iii) assess the 
performance of their students based on the pre and post-tests. Moreover, they evaluated the 
effectiveness of the interventions and their children’s progress by filling detailed reports by the end 
of each session.  

Design overview 
The pilot case study was carried out in three different phases; preparation phase, implementation 
phase and, evaluation phase. At the preparation phase, the educators selected specific math 
concepts and designed multiple representations for six learning centers using different kind of 
resources. Moreover, they participated in one-hour live training on the use of the digital and non-
digital tools of the Kinems whole child approach platform. For the first learning center, teachers 
used the movement-based tool of the Kinems platform. The Kinems platform has a goal bank in 
which teachers can find digital learning activities based on the math concepts they want to teach. 
The digital learning games were assigned and personalized according to each student’s needs. 
During the session, students were standing in front of the Kinect sensor and started 
practicing/playing with the Kinems learning activities using hand and body gestures. For the second 
learning center, teachers used the board games available in the Kinems platform. Once downloaded 
and printed, students had to cut, glue and create boards and cards to practice either in pairs or in 
groups, with the learning activity that the educator has prepared. For the third learning center, 
teachers used the printable worksheets available in the Kinems platform. Once downloaded and 
printed, students used markers and colorful pencils to select the right answer to each question. For 
the fourth, fifth and sixth learning center, teachers selected a variety of cards, recyclable materials, 
objects and toys to design collaborative activities under the same math concept.  
During the implementation phase, the educators conducted the one-hour weekly sessions, 
orchestrating their classrooms in learning centers. First, the educator was presenting the purpose of 
the learning activities in each center, explaining how the resources had to be used. Then, the 
students were divided into groups. Each group was assigned into a specific learning center except 
the movement-based center; students were working in the rest five learning centers while taking 
turns at the movement-based center. Meanwhile, based on the Station Rotation Model (SRM), each 
group should rotate to the next station on a fixed schedule or at the teacher’s discretion. Thus, 
learners were given a golden opportunity to experience and gain the benefits of both movement-
based, non-digital, digital learning, and several collaborative learning situations chosen carefully by 
the educator (Christensen, Horn & Staker, 2013). During the SRM, teachers were monitoring the 
work done in the learning centers, providing students with help and support when needed. The 
implementation phase lasted 36 weeks in total. In the present case study two exemplary 
implementations will be thoroughly presented.  
Finally, during the evaluation phase, the overall assessment of the effectiveness of the proposed 
learning design was conducted using reliable evaluation tools; pre and post-tests (see below on 
“Evaluation Tools”). All data was collected and thoroughly analyzed. The ethics of the investigation 
was ensured through anonymity and coding for the protection of personal data. All students and 
teachers had voluntarily participated to this initiative. 
 
Examples of successful play scenarios 
As it has already been mentioned, the implementation phase lasted 36 weeks in total. Thus, the 
students practiced with more than 30 math concepts. In the present case study we will thoroughly 
present the multiple representations designed to practice (i) “Addition and subtraction up to 10” 
and, (ii) “Analyze, compare, create and compose shapes” in order to offer a better insight of the 
learning environment.  
For the academic goal “Addition and subtraction up to 10”, two Kinems learning activities were 
selected for the movement-based learning center; (i) “Addition and subtraction word problems-
numbers up to 10” and, (ii) “Subtract with numbers within 10”. The first learning activity is aligned to 
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the Fairy Bells Kinems game. Students get to play the role of an animated fairy avatar character that 
visits specific places in the village. The student is required to solve math problems correctly in order 
to find her friends. Throughout the game, the student is encouraged to make mental calculations in 
order to solve one-step word problems. Physical activities such as side-walk and jumping are 
required to answer the problem correctly. Using Fairy Bells, teachers can improve mathematical 
reasoning, structural thinking, gross motor skills development, balance and full body coordination. 
The second learning activity is aligned to the Mathloons Kinems game. Students must identify the 
right balloon that represents the correct answer to a math calculation problem while keeping their 
hands steady for few seconds so that the balloon pumps up and to moves to the results’ spot. The 
teacher can choose the level of difficulty for the math calculations that the student will be asked to 
perform. For the second learning center, teachers downloaded and printed the Board Game “Math 
operations” from the Kinems platform to practice math computation. The purpose of the learning 
activity was to work in groups and solve a list of math problems using the operation cards and cut 
out numbers. For the third learning center teachers downloaded and printed the games’ worksheets 
from the Kinems platform. The purpose of the learning activity was to work individually and use 
colorful markers to circle the correct answer. In the fourth learning center, students worked in 
groups. They were selecting sticky notes with written operations. They had to use small colorful rings 
to do the math and fill in the correct answer. In the fifth learning center, students worked in pairs to 
select the correct sign to complete the given math operations. In the sixth learning center, students 
worked in pairs to count the total number of toys separated in two boxes, do the math and note 
down the total number. 
For the academic goal “Analyze, compare, create and compose shapes”, the Kinems learning activity 
“Make a picture using 2D shapes” was selected to practice on the movement-based learning center. 
The learning activity is aligned with the Shape in Place Kinems game. In this game, students are 
asked to compose simple 2D shapes to form a picture. They must drag a shape and drop it at the 
appropriate slot. This colored picture puzzle helps children expand their vocabulary, recognition of 
shapes and reinforces their ability to categorize and to place different shapes for creating real-world 
image representations of a boat, a house, etc. This strengthens problem solving, concentration, and 
gross motor skills such as grabbing, middle-line crossing and hand stability. In the second learning 
center, students worked in groups with the Shape in Place Kinems Board game. They had to cut, glue 
and create pictures with tangible material. For the third learning center, teachers downloaded and 
printed the game’s worksheets from the Kinems platform. The purpose of the learning activity was 
to work individually and use colorful markers to draw lines and match the shapes with their correct 
shadow on the paper. In the fourth learning center, students worked in groups. They used designs 
and recyclable materials to create objects. In the fifth learning center, students used paper and 
plastic shapes to compose their own real objects. In the sixth learning center, students cut small 
shapes to create a shape collage all together (Figure 1). 
 
Evaluation tools for data collection and analysis 
Due to investigate the first research question related to the increase of the students’ engagement, 
the evaluation tools detailed below were applied: 
   Teachers’ written reports: Teachers were asked to complete detailed reports by the end of each 
session. 
Similarly for examining the second research question related to the effectiveness of multiple 
representations using digital and non-digital resources for the development of academic skills of 
young children, the following tools were used: 
       Pre- and post-tests (Statistical Analysis): Normality of the distribution in the pre- and post-tests 
were evaluated using the Shapiro–Wilks test, and the results of this test were confirmed using 
Qualitative-Quantitative plots (Q-Q plots). Since the data were not normally-distributed the pairwise 
Wilcoxon singed-rank test (Mann–Whitney U) test was preferred to examine potential differences 
between pre- and post-test scores. Statistical analysis was performed employing the R programming 
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language (v.4.03) via RStudio interpreter. A confidence level of 95% (p < 0.05) was used to establish 
statistical significance. 
 

 
Figure 1: Students working with multiple representations in six math learning centers 

 
Results 
The present study the effects in students’ engagement and academic gains from the implementation 
of multiple representations, both digital and non-digital, in math game-based learning centers in 
Kindergarten taken the specific enactment for two academic goals; the first regarding shape 
recognition, while the second one regarding the students’ calculation abilities. Concerning the first 
goal, the students were asked to recognize 4 different shapes as a pre-test, and following the 
intervention they were asked to recognize 5 different shapes. They were scored based on their 
ability from 0-3. Comparing the two tests a statistically significant increase was performed on the 
shape recognition capabilities (2.75±0.63 vs 3.00±0.00; p=0.017). It should be noted that following 
the Kinems intervention all students were able to recognize all shapes correctly, while 6 out of 49 
(12.24%) of the students presented with limited shape recognition capabilities and 2 out of 49 
(4.08%) presented with moderate shape recognition capability. When adjusting for gender, the 
difference remained statistically significant. According to the detailed journals of the teachers, all 
students were interested as well as actively engaged with the Kinems intervention. A small number 
of students (n=4) of both genders (females: n=2) presented difficulties in understanding the task 
they had to perform. Nonetheless, they were able to overcome these difficulties following assistance 
from their teachers and thus were able to achieve the perfect score in the post test. 
With regards to the second goal, the ability of the students on calculation ability was ranked with a 
score of 1-4. In the pre-test only one question was relevant, while in the post-test the two relevant 
questions were evaluated by examining the mean score of the students in these questions (ranging 
from 1 to 4). In the post-test one question referred to the student’s ability to add numbers and the 
other to their ability to subtract numbers. The mean score of the “add numbers ability” was 
3.71±0.54, while the mean score of the “subtract number ability” was 3.49±0.61. Following KINEMS 
intervention the students presented with statistically significant improved calculation abilities 
(2.83±1.08 vs 3.60±0.53; p<0.001). A graphical representation of the aforementioned scores is 
presented in Figure 1. Twenty six out of 49 (53.06%) students presented with a perfect score post-
test while the respective number was 19 out of 49 (38.78%) in the pre-test. Interestingly no student 
presented with the lowest score in the post-test, while 5 (10.20%) students presented with the 
lowest score in the pre-test. When adjusting for gender, the difference remained statistically 
significant. According to the detailed journals of the kindergarten teachers, all students were eager 
to participate in the Kinems intervention. Only one male and one female student presented 
difficulties in decoding the task they had to carry out, which were overcome following assistance 
from the teaching staff in order for the students to understand the goal. It should be noted that a 
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small number of mistakes were observed while implementing the Kinems intervention which may be 
attributed to the fact that students tried to achieve a shorter timing for each exercise. 
The positive effects of the case study are also confirmed with the following teacher quotes: “Their 
impatience to begin with the activities is palpable. Their focus and eagerness to excel at the Kinems 
stations is admirable. But the moment when each child is asked to stand opposite the Kinect camera 
and play the game we have chosen is magical!!!! All children try to achieve each goal and I am proud 
of the skills they acquire but mainly of the effort they put into playing and laughing” Katerina 
Takirdiki, Kindergarten Teacher.  
“The alternation of activities such as board games and printables as well as the interactive Kinems 

platform retains the interest of the children undiminished and turns them into active learners! The 

cooperation of the children is impeccable, since each station is a new challenge for each group that 

helps them practice in many different ways towards achieving the same goal, and at the same time, 

allows them to develop patience as they have to wait for their turn and improve their performance, 

not only based on their own efforts but also depending on all members of their group”, Fransia 
Mpiniou, Kindergarten Teacher. 

Discussion 
According to our results, the multiple representations assisted students regarding both shape 
recognition and calculation skills. This is in agreement with the Ainsworth’s findings (2014) that 
learners can construct deeper understanding when they abstract over multiple representations. 
With the Kinems platform, teachers were able to implement multiple representations, along with 
the innovation of movement based learning. Moreover, the findings are in agreement with other 
studies, similarly, presenting a statistically significant increase in academic achievement in other 
primary school classes following gamified learning (Karamert and Vardar, 2021). However, it may be 
observed that whereas all students achieved the highest score for the shape recognition skills, this 
was not the case for calculation. This may depend on the difficulty of each skill, on the individual 
child’s abilities or in a combination of both. Nevertheless, it should be noted that every child is 
different and brings his/her uniqueness into each new experience and takes an active role in the 
process of learning through their engagement in these experiences (Piaget, 1983; Vygotsky, 1999). 
Thus, the integration of the multiple representations in math game-based learning centers in the 
school curriculum seems to improve the academic performance of students and to offer positive 
experiences.  
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PhD(c), MMath., M.Sc. Financial Economics, Deputy Director of Junior High School 
Avgoulea-Linardatou  
 
 
 

After completing my studies in Mathematics and Financial Economics, I focused on conducting a research on 
technology-enhanced embodied learning as a PhD candidate at the University of Piraeus. Following Avgoulea-
Linardatou school’s legacy by choosing to become an educator, I came to realize that a major reform was 
needed in the way our students experienced learning inside and outside the classroom. My goal was to arouse 
our students’ interest, to engage them in the construction of knowledge and to empower them by developing 
21st century skills. As a result, I decided to set up a professional development strategy which would focus on 
integrating different and innovative pedagogical projects into the formal curriculum, using a constantly 
updated infrastructure of new technologies. Due to this effort, we managed to reach the highest number of 
educators who have been certified as Microsoft Innovative Expert Educators in Greece, Malta & Cyprus. At the 
same time, my eagerness to shape an open-minded culture across our teaching staff, coupled with my 
willingness to share with the international educational community the advancements we have made as an 
institution, led me to an amazing journey, which started by participating as a speaker in the global Education 
Exchange Event by Microsoft as well as in the “Digital education for a strong recovery: A forward look” 
Conference by OECD in 2021. 
 

Valeria Aloizou 

PhD(c), M.Sc. E-learning, M.Sc. Technologies of information and Communication in 
Education, Customer Success Manager at the Kinems Learning Games Inc. 
 

 

As a teacher I was always integrating different technological tools and the skills, gained during my studies for 
my master’s degree, in my classroom to improve the learning process and support my students. After 7 years 
of teaching in primary education in Greece and in Spain, the last 3 years I am glad to support and inspire the 
teachers who want to implement the innovative Kinems movement game-based solution in their classrooms. 
Being motivated by Benjamin Franklin’s quote: "Tell me and I forget. Teach me and I remember. Involve me 
and I learn", I am excited to cooperate with passionate educators who want to design unique learning 
experiences for their students. Meanwhile, I am conducting my research on technology-enhanced learning as a 
PhD candidate at the University of Piraeus. 
 

Michael Boloudakis 
 
CEO, Co-founder of Kinems 
 
 
 
 
 

Michael Boloudakis is the Co-Founder, President and CEO of Kinems. He holds a Bachelor degree in computer 
science and MSc and PhD in digital learning technologies from the University of Piraeus. He has conducted 
research on various e-learning programs and has won multiple awards in international innovation and 
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entrepreneurship competitions. He is also a serial entrepreneur, with Kinems being the second startup that he 
founds. 
 

Dr. Symeon Retalis 
 
Professor of Design Models for Technology-Enhanced Lifelong Learning 
Environments at the University of Piraeus, Greece. 
 
 
 
 

He has been actively engaged in research, development and innovation in the field of interaction design and 
development of technology enhanced learning environments for the past 15 years. He has authored more than 
150 research articles published in scientific books, journals and conferences and has delivered about 30 
keynote/invited speeches in international conferences around the world. He has supervised over 90 honours 
and postgraduate research students to successful completion. He has been mentor and member of R&D teams 
that received 6 honors and awards at international competitions for innovative software (e.g. Microsoft 
Imagine Cup, Intel Business Challenge). He has been involved as a principal investigator (PI) and co-ordinator in 
more than 30 R&D projects with several Higher Educational Institutes all over the world funded by the 
European Union, national grants and software companies such as Smart Education and Google, thus attracting 
external funds to the value of about USD 18 million. He serves at the editorial board of the most highly ranked 
academic journals of the field of Learning Technologies. His review work was recognized by the ACM 
Computing Reviews journal which selected him to become featured reviewer on June 2017.  He has developed 
various innovative learning tools which have gained a lot of positive reviews such as i) the CADMOS graphical 
learning design tool, ii) the LAER learning analytics plug-in for Moodle iii) the digital board game WWF 
Educational Atlas, and iv) Comic Strip Creator. He is scientific responsible of the CoSyLlab (Computer 
Supported Learning Engineering) research group (http://cosy.ds.unipi.gr). 
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Fostering Children’s Connection with 
Nature: ‘the cycle of life’ project. 

 

Ambra Lanzi
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Background 
International Homeschool located in Bali: 22 children (10 boys, 12 girls) , mixed
age between 3-6, from different cultural background.

School location
Located on 1 acre land, in 
Bali, the school has:

• Farm animals including 
chickens, rabbits, turtles, 
 bees and fish

• Organic herb and 
vegetable food forest

• Outdoor playground 

• 3 Indoor classrooms with 
natural light and a kitchen 
onsite
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School Philosophy

The school rely on a holistic curriculum focused on an image of competent 
child, merging Reggio Inspired Principles with Nature-Based practices. 
The learning is transdisciplinary  and evolves through projects based on the 
interests of the children, as well as from the group dynamic as a whole, living 
ecosystem.
The school program includes:  Gardening and Horticulture, Yoga, Meditation, 
Breathing, and cooking (the children prepare their own afternoon snacks once 
per week). 
The school maintain also a focus on the wellness of the community, using 100% 
all-natural body and cleaning products and organic & plant based meals. The 
school doesn't use plastic materials or toys.  
. 

Children have everyday time outdoors 
in nature for playing where a 
percentage of risky play is promoted, 
and semi -structured learning 
opportunities and invitations, often 
gravitating around the discovery and 
understanding of the natural world.  

The School project includes an active, 
hands-on approach, intertwined with 
arts and  several languages. 
The culture of the territory and the 
 families is celebrated and cherished. 
Materials, events and projects honor 
the culture of the community, their 
traditions, stories and arts. 
Parents are perceived as co-partners 
and are involved in the school's 
activities and educated about the 
approach. 
Technology is used to research about 
nature as supplement of real nature 
experiences and to make art in an 
unconventional way. 
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Introduction
In order to build an ecological mind and promote a connection with nature, 
'unstructured play into nature is essential but much more can be incorporated 
into school programs. We believe that Education for Sustainability can be 
conceived as a multidimensional concept that required to be included in a 
more holistic curriculum. Children's connection with nature can be promoted 
since the Early Years, through projects focused on the natural world. 
Through discussions and exchanges, care for plants and animals, observation 
and investigation of nature and its phenomena, arts, and increasing on self- 
awareness. 

The cycle of Life Project

The project began when one of the child, 
found one of the baby chicks lying dead in 
the coop. That day the children decided to 
organize a funeral for the chick and this 
became the moment of opportunity to open 
reflections about their concept of life and 
death, and through that, to listen to them 
about their opinions and perceptions on the 
circle of life.

A: What is life?
Life is when you are grow and your mum 
getting old, then you will have a baby and 
your mom will die, and you become a mom. 
S., 6.3..
Me! I’m alive! S., 5.6
To be alive I need oxygen and water. To 
breath. A., 5.2 
We know we are alive if we are moving. If 
we are walking. If we are free. If we are 
playing. T., 4.6 
When I feel (a)live, I feel in love. C., 4.6 . 
 This is life. This grow (pointing to the plant). 
S., 3.11
 Life needs water. and then life is like this 
(stretching her body). C.,4.6

A: What happened to the 
chick? 
When you eat too much sugar 
you die. You never know. A., 5.2 
When you die you go to the
sky. T., 4.6 and the space... 
K.,4.2 
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Some children started to notice and exchange their opinions about the 
plants’ growth. 
The educators invited them to measure the plants after exploring and 
discussing different measurement tools. The children decided to make 
 and create their own measurement tool, after observing and investigating 
real rulers and meters. 

The children observed how plants where growing differently, and this 
brought a correspondence on themselves. After measuring and comparing 
each others, they observed how, even children of the same age may have 
different heights. 

After that experience we started to investigate seeds and we explored the 
holistic life cycle of a plant. Some plants end their life cycle, the children 
observed how small sprouts where coming from the same ground where 
the same plants left just few dry leaves, learning that death creates life, and 
life grows from death. 
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Once the plants produced 
fruits the children harvested 
it, investigated and taste it. 
They observed how they 
grew in different sizes. 

Plants and vegetations have been investigated through several languages: 
Light, immersive projections, clay, digital tools, photography, visual arts, 
constructions; and it has been discussed on how to identify different stages 
of the cycle of life in plants.

A plant is dead if it’s a brown color and if the leaves are laying down. We 
have a bud and from the plant it grows the new one. The plant is alive is 
the leaves are greenish. S., 6.3

Parents has been involved while the projects was evolving, through the 
same learning provocations, discussions and reflections offered to children. 

The project 'grand finale': 
each child chose a fruit 
and planted their very 
first fruit tree in the food 
forest of the school. They 
first investigated the fruit  
and used light and taste 
to depict a drawing. After 
planting  it, each child 
made a balinese offering 
for their tree and a 
'wishing card' in order to 
wish the tree a 
prosperous and happy 
 life.
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Executive summary

Purpose

 Ensure Outdoor Play for children on daily basis both spontaneous and semi- 
structured, allowing risky-play basing it on the common sense of adults;
Integrate, respect and cherish the culture of the territory and of the school 
community through events, materials and projects;
Work on projects able to be transdisciplinary and hands-on, including arts, 
science and digital tools used in an unconventional way; 
 Evaluate the possibility to have animals in the school, where children can 
learn to take care of and creating a bond with;
Bring the outdoor indoor, setting up a natural area where natural materials 
can be investigated on daily basis, out of their natural context;
Create learning opportunities for children to explore soil and living organism 
in their environment;
Give space to dialogues and listening, creating opportunities for children to 
exchange opinions and points of view about their explorations;
Focus your educational approach on learning how to learn and on 
relationships, while promoting self-awareness through several practices.  

The aim of this paper is to explore how children can create a connection with 
nature, able to lead them to care and respect the environment and the living 
beings cohabiting the planet. 
We would like to present a more holistic curriculum where Education for 
sustainability it is presented as a more multidimensional program that goes 
beyond the mere 'playing into nature' and ' educating about climate 
challenges'.
It draws on a qualitative case study of a Reggio-inspired and nature-based 
school experience with children from 3 to 6 years old, presenting a 8 months 
project involving the investigation of the cycle of life. 
We would like to reflect on how this experience brought an increased 
connection and care for nature and living beings, and that such relationship 
persisted after one year. 
The study-case wants as well to offer inspirations for projects that can be 
integrated into other’s educators practice.

Method and Documentation

Qualitative data was collected through open-ended questions asked to the
children on daily basis, and allow them to discuss these topics during our 
morning assembly. These exchanges allow adults to analyze the children's 
 words, gaining a more in-depth understanding of their opinions and 
perceptions. We also consistently observed and documented their behavior and 
emotional reactions during the project. 
We collected words, pictures and videos during the activities and interviewed 
parents and children after 1 year of the conclusion of the project. 

Conclusions

We found indications that children developed awareness of trees as living 
beings and a respectful attitude towards living beings in general, and that this 
relationship and perception persisted after one year.

Recommendations for professionals 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

Author 
Ambra Lanzi is the director and co-founder of Zerosei Project, consulting company 
based in Singapore. Her philosophy of education is rooted in 9 years experience as 
educator in Reggio Emilia’s province. She is currently based in Asia, where her work 
involves supporting schools in the implementation of their values and practices.
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Building relationships with autistic children through music: a case 
study 

“To understand we need to connect” 

About the Author  

Elizabeth Georgiadi, Music therapist/Mental health professional, 
Musical Movement, Share Lv, and Private practice, London, United 
Kingdom  

Specialist in music therapy for autistic children. Developed successful 
partnerships with non- profit/academic institutions (Medical School 
of the University of Athens, Sikiarideio Foundation, etc). Founding 
member of the Musical Movement Foundation, Greece's first early 
intervention, music therapy non-profit organization. Promoted arts 
as a tool for positive change through several funded projects.  

Abstract 

Children with autism often have difficulty establishing and 
maintaining interpersonal contact. A problem like this negatively 
impacts their overall development. A key component of cognitive 
development and development of social cognition abilities is 
voluntary interpersonal contact. This case study illustrates the role 
music plays in maintaining contact with autistic children. Video 
extracts demonstrate how musical elements and clinical 
improvisation facilitate interpersonal coordination between therapist 
and child, which is essential for enhancing meaningful 
interpersonal contact. Musical and non-musical strategies and tools 
will be discussed as well as key theoretical concepts, derived by 
music therapy, psychodynamic and enactive/embodied theories.  
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Keywords 
music therapy; autism; social interaction; social cognition; 
interpersonal coordination; psychodynamic; enactivism; embodied 
cognition.  

Stavros 

Stavros was diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder. He started 
music therapy sessions at the age of 4. He was referred by the 
Specialised Clinic for Children with Autism of the Child Psychiatry 
department of the Medical School of the University of Athens, of the 
Children’s Hospital “Agia Sophia” as part of the "Support and Care 
through Music" program, organised by the Musical Movement 
Foundation. He was already attending a special intervention program 
4 hours a day for 9 months. 

 

Problems the child presented 

 
·       Hyperactivity, difficulty in concentrating 

·       Confusion/anxiety when he was left alone with the 
therapist. Music therapy was rejected by him. 

·       Avoiding or refusal to connect with the therapist on an 
interpersonal or musical level 

·       Avoidance or refusal to share musical instruments or participate 
in musical activities spontaneously with the therapist. 

·       Stereotypical, meaningless preoccupations   

·       Selective expression of needs, toilet independence problem. 

·       There was no understanding of how the objects worked (what 
were their functions). 

·       Appeared that he had trouble understanding language 
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·       Difficulty accepting boundaries. Aggressiveness when pressed  

 

 

Video 1 

 

Video 2 

In music therapy, these difficulties were also reflected on a musical 
level, i.e., a non-creative relationship with the instruments and 
difficulty in coexisting with the therapist in the music. 

The therapist seeks to create a musical relationship with the child, 
which in neurotypical children is effortless and is characterised by 
relevant predictability and playfulness. 

Video 3  

Video description: An example with a normally developing child. An 
emotional synchronization and a playful mood are present. 
Experiment with instruments. Her attention is focused on the 
therapist's response. Participation in music is interpersonal.  

Improvement and development of the musical interaction implies 
the child's openness and tolerance to meaningful interpersonal 
communication  

Goals of treatment 

• Increase concentration 
• Develop the ability to imitate 
• Engage in eye contact (voluntary) 
• Encourage and develop joint attention 
• Develop the ability to share instruments, objects, and participate 

in activities with the therapist 
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• Development of functional play (playing that serves a purpose or 
it is intentional) 

• Enhancement of musical/social interaction 
 
Objectives 

• Boost the desire to communicate and socialize spontaneously  
• Organization of interpersonal rhythm   
• Flexibility in dealing with tensions and conflicts in the 

relationship with the therapist. Enhancing self-regulation to 
maintaining interaction  

• Emotional coordination    

Stavros attended a total of 21 sessions lasting approximately 30 
minutes, once a week (total of 5 months). Initially, the time spent in 
the music room was no longer than 5 minutes.  

As his skills developed, he was able to remain in the room for longer 
periods, sometimes for the full session, many times without much 
effort. Because of the child's difficulties, the treatment duration and 
session frequency were considered short.  

An explanation of how the therapist approaches his or her work 
 

Social interactions, in the form of non-verbal meaning-making 
processes during infancy (affects, movements, utterances, etc.) are 
crucial for infant development.  If the interaction for any reason is 
limited, then the infant cannot make sense of the world (Tronick, E. 
1999, Tronick, E., Beeghly, M., 2011).  

This is what happens with autistic children. The process of creating a 
common ground is difficult, and therefore creating an emotional and 
mental connection.  
 
More specifically:  

Social cognition, which is the main problem in autism: refers to the 
mental processes activated by social interactions, and which include 
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processes related to the perception, interpretation, and response to 
the thoughts, intentions, moods, and behaviours of others. To 
interact, people need to find a way to connect and maintain that 
connection. (De Jaegher, 2006). 
 
How does successful social interaction occur?  

Interpersonal coordination.  

1. We use our bodies to connect mentally. We voluntarily 
synchronise our movements and utterances at certain times to 
develop a shared field of meaning. To communicate effectively, 
interpersonal coordination is essential (Crown, Feldstein, 
Jasnow, Beebe, & Jaffe, 2002; Jaffe, Beebe, Feldstein, Crown, & 
Jasnow, 2001; Goodwin, 2000).  

2. Depending on the people who participate in the interaction and 
the circumstances, a unique interactive rhythm is created each 
time, even between the same people (De Jaeger, 2006).  
 

As a result, every interaction is unique and situated. 
 

Interpersonal coordination is part of the rhythmic capacity of the 
individuals.  

Rhythmic capacity.  

Rhythmic capacity refers to the self-organization, flexibility, and 
temporality in time of elements and processes, and the ability to 
engage in coordinated interaction with others to understand each 
other socially (De Jaegher, 2006, Goodwin, 2000). 

Timing plays a key role in establishing, maintaining, and terminating 
social interactions.  

The rhythmic capacity refers to the coordination ability of both 
partners (timing) as well as their respective roles. Flexibility refers to 
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the effort they make to maintain the interaction beyond 
contingencies, accidents, tension, periodic or final termination of 
communication, so that they can communicate.  

Different rhythms (e.g., due to sensorimotor and emoting 
peculiarities) or difficulties in self-regulation (e.g., due to insensitive 
response from the environment) result in the rhythm of the 
interaction being disorganised, rigid or unpredictable. As a result, 
participants cannot synchronise and connect with one another (De 
Jaegher, 2006, Harrist, A., & Waugh, R. 2002, Garcia-Perez, M. Lee, 
A.,  Hobson, P. 2007). 

Research shows that disorganised rhythms (lack of temporality, or 
flexibility, or too strict), characterise the interactions of people with 
autism. (Garcia-Perez, M., Hobson, P., Lee, A., 2006, Trevarthen C., 
Stuart, D. 2005). That reduced flexibility hinders interpersonal 
coordination, and therefore the interactional connection (De jaeger. 
2013). 

According to the author: For now, we can conclude that, if 
there is no flexibility in social interactional timing and 
coordination, the creation of new domains of understanding is 
imped. 
 

Social Interaction 
 

1. Social interaction is the connection between two autonomous 
individuals, who regulate their behaviour in such a way as to 
maintain their connection. The participants, through the 
interaction, influence each other's experience and behaviour. 
Therefore, each interaction. takes its own course, depending on 
the moment. Social interactions are influenced by our mood, 
our knowledge of the word, our history, our culture, or 
circumstances of the moment, or how we feel about the 
interaction partner. 
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In order for an interaction to be considered social, it must meet the 
following requirement: 
 
As important as this is, both partners need to remain autonomous 
during the interaction. There is a sense of agency among the 
partners: they choose to participate; they are not compelled to do 
so.    
 
An interaction is not considered "social" if one of the two 
participants loses his or her autonomy, that is, if it is one-sided or 
one-directional (coordination of one partner to the other, not with 
the other). In such cases we observe conflict of intentions, denial, 
resignation, obedience, anxiety, or frustration in the participant 
experiencing it. Intrusive, uncoordinated, punitive, or aggressive 
behaviours are observed (on both sides). Therefore, the connection 
(coordination) is lost. When participants fail to connect, information 
cannot be transmitted (De Jaegher, H., Di Paolo, E., & Gallagher, S., 
2010), (Jaegher, H. D. 2013), (De Jaegher, H., Pieper, B., Clénin, D., & 
Fuchs, T. 2017).  
 
Video 4 
Video description: The synchronization is one-way. There is a 
pressure on the boy to participate, but it is not essential from a 
qualitative standpoint. It is done bored, without joy, by him. At one 
point, he smiles, but quickly returns to his intention and desire to 
leave. This interaction cannot be considered social based on the 
previous definition. 
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How can we ensure the child feels comfortable with the therapist 
and actively engages in social interaction? Autonomy, flexibility, 
and adaptation 

The interactional rhythm of a pair of people is autonomous, and it 
changes based on the circumstances (e.g., one day they might 
coordinate and engage, but the next day they might not). 

Therefore, rhythmic capacity is an interactional capacity - and not a 

purely individual - that it is transformed or determined to a 
considerable extent by the interaction partner, the interaction 
processes that unfold overtime, and the situation. By interacting with 
each other, each participant's position or responses are constantly 
influenced, adapted, and updated, according to the situation. 

By focusing on the interaction process and how affects individuals, 
support the idea that, irrespectively of the different rhythms 
between neurotypicals and autistics, the possibility exists, to find out 
ways to adapt, mutually influence and coordinate with each other. 

At the same time there is an individual ability to adapt or a tendency 
to maintain personal rhythms. 

So, a more flexible (non-autistic) system can be adapted to a less 
flexible (autistic) one to achieve synchronisation. Then one-sided 
synchronisation becomes functional. And the possibility exists to 
create a common ground of exchange and communication. 

Functional coordination means that the coordination itself serves the 
interaction, i.e., it makes the interaction more likely to occur and be 
sustained.  

Clinical improvisation is based on adapting to every single moment of 
the musical interaction, to make it work, to take it further, to make a 
connection, to enrich the experience, etc. (Nordoff, P., & Robbins, C., 
2007).  

Video 5  
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Video description: The music and the attempt to make contact 
infuriate the child and do not help our interactions. As a result, I 
decided to play less music and leave longer pauses. In addition, I 
allowed the child to move freely in the room and do whatever he 
wanted without me interfering, so long as it did not pose a significant 
danger to him, me, or the objects. Synchronization could also mean 
periodic pauses in interaction and synchronization with the child's 
needs. My decision was to show flexibility in relation to personal or 
predetermined goals. As the child becomes calmer, he decides to 
stay in the session 

 

Rhythmic capacity and Autism 

Interpersonal contact difficulties evident in autism are a result of 
their rhythmic capacity . In other words, their rhythms are different 
from those of non-autistic people.  

We can now see why this might be a problem: 

As a dynamic way of looking at the processes of comprehension and 
learning (communication), rhythmic capacity is linked to the idea 
that knowledge is distributed through the body. The senses (sight, 
hearing, etc.) and movements (sensorimotor patterns) are 
interpreted and translated into cognitive structures that determine 
the subject's actions. 

Autistic people have sensorimotor differences that affect how they 
grasp and perceive things as well as their coordination, attention, 
and joint attention (Goldstein, Johnson and Minshew, 2001, Talay-
Ognan.A, 2010, Liss, Saulnier, Fein et al. 2006, Landry, Bryson, 2004). 
The neurotypical has difficulties identifying rhythmicity (e.g., 
periodicity, predictability) in autistic utterances, gestures, and 
movements. As a result, the neurotypical can't coordinate the pulse 
and quality of movements with an autistic, and vice 
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versa (Trevarthen and Aitken 1997, Trevarthen, 2000, see also 
Boucher, 2001, Milne, Swettenham, Hansen et al., 2002, Gepner and 
Mestre, 2002a, Gepner and Mestre, 2002b, Bertone, Mottron, 
Jelenic et al., 2003 , De Jaegher, 2006). 

 

Video 6 

Video description: The interaction in this example lacks temporality 
and synchronicity. As a result, there is no common ground for 
communication between the child and me. It is always somewhere 
else or seeks to be somewhere else. There is unpredictability, erratic 
pace, and awkwardness in the interaction. Children's relationships 
with objects and music are fleeting. For the first time, he explores 
the possibilities of instruments and tries to understand how they 
work, despite sometimes stereotypically using them. In addition, he 
explores possibilities for sound production and strives to learn. His 
instruments and space are not available to me, and he won't allow 
me to play with him. As soon as he realizes that I am playing with 
him, he stops playing an instrument. Instruments are territorially 
used.Through observation of the child's reactions minute by minute, 
the therapist seeks to 1. Engage the child in a musical relationship 
with him and 2. Using music to enhance self-awareness. In time, he 
begins to accept suggestions and limits set by the therapist without 
strong reaction or aggression. There is less rigidity in his differences 
with the therapist. Then, for a little while, he lets me play music, too, 
without showing that he is bothered. When playing music, first there 
is a lot of denial, then there is some sharing, and finally there is 
playing simultaneously. 

General and social cognition and the generation of meaning is 
carried out through:   

Experiential, physical, perceptual, active participation with the 
environment and others. This is called participatory sense making.To 
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perceive and interpret the other or to guide action, the partners invest 
their bodies and senses. 

The goal of music therapy is the perceptual, sensorimotor, and 
emotional engagement of the child, not imparting knowledge.  

The process of synchronization is rarely easy or perfect. Efforts to 
understand each other require continuous monitoring and adaptation 
by the participants (participatory sense making).  

Video 7 

Video description: In this example, we see that the child has started 
to feel more comfortable in the session and in relation to the 
therapist. In terms of behavior, we can see that he is more flexible 
and more flexible with the prohibitions. We see that he chooses to 
overcome his differences with the therapist more easily. When 
offered alternative proposals, he is willing to participate in a game. 
However, he is still quite reluctant in these attempts and despite the 
game's more organized pace, Stavros is more focused on the objects 
rather than the therapist or music. To meet the child's needs, the 
therapist adjusts the pace of speech and movement. There is a 
softness to his voice, and he moves around the child slowly and 
carefully. It seems to help with synchronicity between us since I'm 
more in tune with the boy's pulse, which is slower (has a longer 
pace). He also shows trust in the child through his attitude, so that 
the child does not need to react, but realizes where his own 
responsibilities begin and where those of others do as well. Music 
reproduces, in a sense, the movement the child will create. In this 
way, it emphasizes the atmosphere, the direction of movement, and 
the intentions of the interaction. Through this, a child is helped to 
develop social awareness in relation to the situation, to his body, to 
our mood, and to our intentions. Through the music, he immediately 
perceives the act's future direction. Therefore, music creates an 
expectation and anticipation through its special use. During the 
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rolling of the musical egg on the table, the child easily interprets the 
glissando as something different from what it is. 

 

Components of a successful interaction  

A successful interaction is also supported through:  

• Emotional coordination. Rapport 
It shows if the partners co-move and if there is a bond between them. 
In mother/infant interaction it is achieved through affect attunment. 
(Affect attunment is the matching and interpreting of the infant’s 
expression of affect through another expressive modality that 
describe it. As we will see later in the presentation these modalities 
are musical ones).  
Emotional coordination is also feedback of the quality and the course 
of the interaction and communication. 
Finally, to sustain the interaction process, is also needed:  

• Having common intentions and desires that help sustain the 
interaction   

 

Video 8 

 

The role of music in interpersonal connection and the creation of 
meaning 

Why are we musical? 

• Music satisfies the innate need for entrainment and homeostasis  
• Music satisfies the need for non-verbal rendering of the 

emotional state, part of the innate need for interpersonal and 
meaningful contact with the environment. 

Entrainment (as a means of generating a sheared rhythm and 
periodicity in the interaction process) 
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❑ It is our tendency to synchronise. It is a phenomenon that 
happens automatically without thinking. It is the ability to 
synchronise our senses and movements and rhythmically 
coordinate our attention when communicating or listening.  

❑ It creates synchronous action between the viewer and the 
event, whose rhythmic pattern is partially shared by the 
former.  

❑ Cognitive psychologists argue that attention, perception, and 
anticipation are rhythmic processes underlying entrainment 
(Clayton, Sager, Will 2005). During interaction, individual 
temporal behaviour drifts from each other until they are 
periodically and in phase synchronised.  

❑ The connection of music and movement is fundamental and 
listening to or actively participating in music is a purely 
physical/kinesthetic experience (Hodges, D. (2002).  

❑ Music has those elements that directly activate sensorimotor 
feeling, the physical elements needed to create entrainment, 
without the need of mental processing, and therefore it is not 
hinder by disability or trauma. Music can therefore play a key 
role in interpersonal coordination and be used as a means of 
creating periodicity in interaction. 

While people with autism do not have this ability in interpersonal 
communication like neurotypicals, this quality is activated through 
music.  

Homeostasis, self-regulation 

• Music affects the human body and helps monitor, alter, and 
balance its inner physiological functions. (Koelsch, 2010; 
Schneck, Berger, Rowland, 2006). It soothes and tranquilizes.  

Organisation of experience 

• Musicality is innate in humans and according to recent research 
it has a predetermined role in the development of the infant. By 
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innate we mean that it does not need earlier experience to be 
understood. It has the property of pre-existing in the human 

intellect as a condition for the acquisition of any other empirical 

knowledge. Therefore, music is a medium that gives shape and 
"name" to the experiences and stimuli that the child receives 
and helps him to understand himself, others, and the world 
around him. 

• Infants through non-verbal processes can perceive and 
remember what we call "contours of vitality" (something that it 
is felt) as they move through space and time (Dylan van der 
Schyff, 2013, Stern, 1985, Papousek, 1996, Trevarthen Γ Malloch 
S, 2000) 

Affect attunement – Vitality affect 

Outlines of musicality 

• It is the mechanism where vocalisations and body movements 
that express vitality affects (consisting of intensity, duration, 
height, extent, rhythm) convey emotional meaning in 
mother/infant communication. It is the performance of 
behaviours that express non-verbally the quality of feelings 
shared by the partners without, however, mimicking the 
individual's internal state exactly. These behaviours are 
polymorphic where the emotion conveyed by vocalisations and 
gestures are synchronised with that emotion and expressed in 
a different form than the original. Taken together, a-modal 
perception and vitality affects are best understood as 
preconditions for the achievement of affect attunment 
between mother and child. 

Affect attunment 

• Infants display distinct emotional expressions that are 
consistent with the nature and content of what is happening 
around them. They are also able to understand in this way the 
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meaning of the emotional manifestations and behaviours of the 
parents. These expressions from both sides allow them to 
regulate the interaction between them (Tronick, E. ...). How 
does the infant manage to interpret these expressions?  

The main problem in autism 

• Restricted and rigid rhythms (stereotyped behaviour, resistance 
to change, preference for repetition)  

- Strict autistic interactive style.  
- Goal: temporality, periodicity, flexibility 
• Sensory, perceptual, and motor differences with neurotypicals 

that lead to perceiving things differently. Sensory problems are 
associated with attention problems and difficulty in diverting 
attention to something new or different.  

- Objective: effect/response, exploration, material development, 
creativity 

• Preference for inanimate objects, prefer or find it easier not to 
look at social cues – difficulty engaging in human stimuli. This 
leads to deficient interpersonal participation which is the source 
of flexible and creative thinking.  

- Goal: enhancing the motivation to socialise and take part in 
meaningful and purposeful activities  

 

Methods and Content of Work 

Means to achieve the goals 

Flexibility at all levels 

Every musical parameter (rhythm, harmony, melody, style, tonality, 
pitch, volume, etc.) is adapted minute-by-minute according to the 
situation, the child's rhythm, tolerance levels, and vocalisations = 
regulation of emotions and tensions (containment), synchronisation, 
adjustment 
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Flexibility of the time spent in the room, but also constant 
negotiation of the limits = Respect the child's needs and levels of 
tolerance, creating trust within the relationship. We also avoid one-
sided coordination   

Video extract 9 

Alternating between musical and non-musical modes of 
communication and interaction = Organisation of time, self-
organization/awareness, functional coordination, coordination with 
the pulse and rhythms of the child  

Alternation between music and silence or inaction of the therapist = 
Respect the child's needs and levels of tolerance of stimulation.  

 
Use musical or sound stimuli to:    
Describe movements, their direction, and their behaviour  
Shape the child's experience. Enhance orientation   
Help the child focus on the activity    
Encourage imitation    
Enhance child's orientation and self-awareness  
Create anticipation, enhance connection to the activity 
  
Video 10 
Video description: He liked the musical egg game, and I thought 
maybe it would be a good area of joint attention. It is also essential 
to choose the right instrument and to use a timbre that creates 
synchronicity and a sense of common interest. A dyadic relationship 
is more prominent in this example, and the child is less absorbed by 
the objects. Play and objects facilitate interpersonal contact with the 
therapist. Intentional eye contact, waiting, anticipation, and joint 
attention are created. Our common goal, the game, binds us 
together. In this activity, the child is happy and seeks my 
participation. This is a first example of meaningful interaction and 
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communication in the sense we have described so far as Stavros is 
willingly adjusting his behavior to synchronize with the therapist. 
 
 
Musical games resulting from stereotypes or pointless repetitive 
activities  
Capture attention  
Increase the levels of social interaction, enhancing motivation to 
communicate   
Self-awareness  
Sharing experiences in participation   
Imitation example  
Develop the ability to enjoy joint activities   
Acceptance/trust/bonding 
 
Stages of treatment 

Child – therapist relationship 

Stavros' relationship with the therapist followed the following stages: 

❑ He is conscious of the therapist without being able to accept 
him. Negative to any invitation  

❑ Ambivalence. Acceptance although with tension. Anxiety, 
tendency to reject  

❑ Limited response, refusal when pressed  
❑ Activity relationship develops through music  

Video 11 

Video description: Ability to share space and activities with the 
therapist, but he does not engage yet in a joint musical activity. 
Happy to be in the music therapy room.  

 

Levels of experience  
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❑ Initially he reacts to stimuli and loses control and contact 
❑ He responds sporadically but without any sign of consciousness 
❑ He begins to become aware that the music is about him and 

that his own sounds relate to the therapist's music. 

Response levels 

❑ It feels conscious but there is no musical interest 
❑ Timid but steady participation 

Video 12 

Video description: Musically, Stavros demonstrates the difficulty of 
interpersonal connection by its difficulty of being musically 
organized, i.e., rhythm and melody, and most importantly playing 
alongside the therapist. To establish a relationship through music. 
We see that Stavros accepts musical coexistence with the therapist - 
something that is purely social in nature - and is attracted to the idea 
of playing music together with the therapist. Shared attention is also 
developing. Due to Stavros' difficulty with physical proximity and 
sharing space with others, I stay away from him in this example so I 
wouldn't be intrusive. Metallophones, however, have limited 
dynamics and do not respond to drum dynamics. Therefore, I begin 
singing loudly and describing what we are doing. 

Acoustic response 

❑ Develops defences when listening to music. He stops the 
therapist when she plays or automatic non-conscious response 
to the various tonalities. 

❑ Develops attention skills when listening to music and sounds. 

Music Communication 

❑ No communicative response 
❑ Limited, erratic response 
❑ Response more stable and musically shaped  
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Video 13 

Video description: Stavros is more open to playing music with the 
therapist. Even more, he encourages the therapist to participate in 
music by sitting him down at the piano to play together. It is still 
fragmentary with respect to his relationship with music, but he plays 
more often and for longer periods of time. It is also necessary to 
coordinate one's emotions for social interactions. Our observations 
are of a more stable response and short synchronization in both 
music and interpersonal communication. 

 

Use of instruments 

❑ Difficulty using and holding the snare or drum sticks correctly. 
He often tries both sides. 

❑ Instruments were initially used stereotypically, later as a means 
of play, communication, and imitation. He tries to imitate 
simple sounds but finds it difficult to organise them 
rhythmically and melodically. Begins to combine tactile and 
auditory behaviour. 

❑ Emotions are not expressed using instruments 

Video 14 

Video description: It is evident in this example that the child is 
learning turns, enjoying the activity, waiting, anticipating a response, 
seeking out the therapist, and imitating. These are all important 
aspects of interpersonal skills. It is through the child's senses that he 
or she can comprehend what is happening and imitate it. Autism-
affected adolescents do not tend to imitate the style or expressive 
behavior of the act they are performing, according to research. There 
seems to be a difficulty connecting with the expression of the other's 
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behavior. While it imitates the expressive movement of the 
glissando, it is struggling to imitate the circular and harmonic 
movement of the simple organized melody. Also, it is important that 
they create a natural communication field even for short periods of 
time. 
 

Video 15 

Video description: Although the example is brief, what is important 
and new is that there seems to be a deliberate attempt to organize 
some form that originated within the child. In addition, after a pause 
- which sounds like a thought - the child joins in with the therapist in 
creating music. For the first time, there is parallel playing, purely 
improvisational, with a communicative quality, displaying harmony, 
synchrony, interpersonal and emotional coordination, with a regular 
rhythm. Also, the child appears to be experimenting with the 
organization of sound, so the playing does not seem impulsive 
(which isn't necessarily a bad thing, especially for children with 
autism). Moreover, therapist-suggested movements can also be 
expressively imitated. Here, the music and the therapist create a 
stronger emotional connection. The sessions aim to cultivate this 
kind of interactive musical give-and-take between both sides. There 
is no doubt that the therapist bears the greatest burden here, as in 
the case of mother-infant relationships, and that the music conveys 
the expression and quality of the atmosphere created by the child 
and at the same time organizes his musical contribution into 
something substantive and meaningful. 

 

Video 16 

Video description: Parallel playing of the instruments, joint attention, 
emotional coordination with the mother and therapist, seeking out 
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the therapist, and communicating with him are all evident in this 
example. 

Conclusion 

 In a questionnaire to assess the child's progress, the mother gave 
the following answers: 

• In the middle of the program, he became more communicative 
• Music therapy helped the child a lot in the following areas: 

better relationship with parent, better relationship with others, 
more functional relationship with objects 

• Behaviour 
• Maximising motivation to communication 
• Imitation 
• Better understanding of speech 
• Better response to verbal stimuli 
• Developing quality communication and adaptation 
• He expresses his needs more 
• Interest in other people, greater tolerance of others 
• Indications of affection to familiar persons 
• Developing ability to share attention, objects, and activities 
• Developing the ability to give and take 
• Develop the ability for fun enjoyment and play 
• Better eye contact 
• Better understanding cooperation with others 
• More complete self-awareness 
• Seems more open to learning/understands more 
• Reduction of hyperactivity 
• Reduction of aggression 
• Reduction of fear of tension and anxiety 
• Better endurance and tolerance to physical contact   
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Let’s play booomwhackers method (booms and spoons) 

                  “Learn English and Music through Play”        

Let’s play booms and spoons is a pioneering teaching method where 
we learn to create a variety of sounds, rhythms and songs in a fun 
process even in its simplest form. 

All activities in “Let’s play booms and spoons” method are 
presented as games, so in most cases we work in groups, not alone.  

The activities of the method encourage the children to 
communicate, to be creative and to express themselves. This 
means that they learn English and Music through Play in a simple, 
enjoyable way.  

Teaching children simple dance steps using the booms and spoons 
help them to improve skills, such as coordination, balance and 
rhythm. Steady beat competency impacts gross- and fine-motor 
skills. 

Children get creative through collaboration, critical thinking and 
communication. They achieve and develop listening skills and 
confidence. They improve coordination and dexterity.  

 “Let’s play booms and spoons” games, activities and songs can 
boost children's physical, emotional and motor development. 

Their main feature is that this method is easy to use, even for small 
children, who gain real and immediate knowledge through play, as 
they experience the sounds produced by their tapping. 

“Let’s play booms and spoons” inspires endless ways to be 
innovative and to learn new things. Children deal with their mental 
health and let out their anxieties. 

Boomwhackers: They are tuned plastic tubes, of different lengths 
and different colors but all with the same diameter, which produce 
musical sounds when struck (tap) against a hard surface (e.g. 
knees, floor, wall, table, chaιr). 

Colored Musical Spoons: The sounds are made by “strucking” 
(tapping) the bowl of one spoon against the bowl of another or by 
“strucking” spoons against another surface. 
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  Who are they intended for?  

Booms and spoons can be used by teachers and educators, in 
daycare centers, kindergartens, primary and secondary schools, 
universities, teacher’s training schools, vocational training 
institutions, language schools and music schools. They are an 
extraordinarily useful tool for special needs and physical education 
teachers. This project can be carried out at home with family and 
friends. 

 

              

Let’s play booms and spoons method is divided into three 
parts: 

First part of the Method 

Loudly, Softly 

To help children understand the concepts “loudly” and “softly”, have 
them tap the syllables rhythmically. 

• Loud - ly   two loud taps on the floor for booms and two loud taps 
on their palms for spoons. 

• Soft – ly   two soft taps on their palms for booms and two soft 
taps on the edges of the spoons. 
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• Have the children listen to examples of music played loudly and 
softly, and identify them by tapping their booms - spoons.  

• Make cards with the symbols L (loudly) and S (softly). Divide the 
children into a “loudly” group and a “softly” group, and ask them to 
respond by tapping their booms - spoons when their group’s symbol 
is displayed. Use the quarter rest symbol, too. 

 

 

Playing with the booms and spoons 

Give each child a boom – spoon and have them do a whole series of 
different things with them: 

• Play some dance music and ask the children with the same color 
to dance together. 

• Have them tap their booms - spoons on their foot, palm, shoe 
(front and back), knee, on their chair, on the floor; tap alternately 
on palm and thigh; tap alternately on palm and floor; put the 
booms - spoons down and hop over them; pass them under their 
leg. 

115 / 247



• Hop on one foot and at the same time tap the booms - spoons on 
their palm; then change foot.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

• Sway right and left, switching the booms - spoons from one hand 
to the other. 

• Take a step forward, back, right, left, while at the same tapping 
the booms - spoons somewhere. 

• Turn around, making a full circle, while tapping the booms - spoon 
on their palm.  

• Tap the booms - spoons with their hands held in front of them, 
behind them, up, and down, right and left. 

    

                                                                                                       

•  Play music to carry out what we have learnt or follow the 
instructions of certain action songs. 

Games to play  

Teach them to arrange the booms - spoons in the color order. (red, 
orange, yellow, lime, green, purple and magenta). 

 
Playing with the colors of the booms - spoons 

Help the children make cards with the color of the booms - spoons. 
Hold them up one by one, at random, and have the children tap 
every time they see their color. Then hold up two, three or four 
colors together and again have the children tap when they see their 
color. 
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Second part of the Method: 

We work rhythmically. We combine the rhythm, the movement and 
the speech. 

Tap the rhythm with the booms and spoons  

Give each child a boom and spoon and have them sit in a circle. 

• Ask them to tap out the syllables of their names. 
 

• Ask them to tap out the name of their favourite food, animal, 
color.  
You could also choose a topic, e.g. summer, and have them 
tap out words connected with summer. 
 

• Have them tap on their palm and shout Na, to learn the 
quarter note. One tap on their palm.  
Hold up the card with the quarter note symbol and have them 
tap and shout Na, then stop when you lower the card.  
 

• Once they have learned to tap the quarter note correctly, go 
on to the eighth note: ni-ni, two quick taps on their palm. 
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Show them the card with the eighth note symbol  
ni-ni, and have them tap while you are holding it up and stop 
when you lower it.  
 

 

 Third part of the method 

We learn how to play a song with an easy and enjoyable way. You 
don’t have to read the notes but all you have to know is when and 
how many times you have to tap your boom - spoon. The other 
notes - colors are added gradually, in step with the children’s 
progress. 
 
We all became one big group. 

Give each child two BW, starting with the two notes – colors Green 
G (sol) and Yellow E (mi).  

Start by taping the rhythm with the booms - spoons. It is very easy 
if you have practiced the first and second part of the method.  

After that add the words and sing the song. Play as many songs 
needed so the children can get familiar with the process. 
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2

INTRODUCTION

Background to the study

• Mathematics performance in South Africa

❑ TIMSS (2019), 63% of South African learners in Grade 5 do not possess basic 

mathematical skills

• Factors influencing mathematics performance

❑ Early access to education, 

❑ learners support in the home

❑ Appropriate teacher training

❑ learn at school in a language different from the 

language they speak at home
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3

• South African language policy indicates that learners should start their

schooling (and therefore their mathematics education) in their mother-

tongue (home language) and should simultaneously learn a second

language.

• From Grade 4 onwards, learners should be taught mathematics in English.

INTRODUCTION-continues
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4

• It follows that the language in learning policy assumes that young learners

who learn concepts in an African language can translate the mathematical

concepts they have learned in their mother tongue to English by the time

they enter Grade 4.

• This assumption is misleading as the translation of mathematical

knowledge from one language to another may cause an unbearable

cognitive load on the working memory of learners which is counter-

productive when it comes to learning in the early years.

INTRODUCTION - continues
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5

RATIONAL FOR THE STUDY
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6

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM and RESEARCH 
QUESTION

• South African primary school teachers indicate the absence of sufficient

vocabulary in the second language (English) as the main hindrance to

mathematics education in Grade 1 classrooms.

• This leads to an important consideration: can the BrainBoosters early

childhood mathematics programme be an impetus for the sub-standard

mathematics results experienced by the South African community if applied

to English second language early childhood education in the country?

125 / 247



7

AIM OF THE STUDY
• The BrainBoosters programme is currently presented at many early

childhood facilities throughout South Africa.

• It has not yet been investigated as specifically an early childhood English

second language mathematics program.

• Since the BrainBoosters mathematics programme produced mostly positive

results where it has been implemented at pre-school centres in South

Africa, the aim of the study was to investigate the theoretical assumptions

of the program as well as the applications and contribution of the program

to early childhood mathematics learning and teaching in English second

language education in South Africa.
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8

PRINCIPLES OF THE BRAINBOOSTERS 
PROGRAMME

The BrainBoosters program builds upon four constructs to form its pillars, 

namely:        

(1) isolate the concept to be taught from other concepts, 

(2) reinforcement of new knowledge through repetition,

(3) combine new knowledge in different play-based activities

(4)  guidance to learners through teacher-led games and activities
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9

Explaining the isolation of a concept 

The notion to isolate a concept when we need learners to focus on a 

specific quality or feature of an object is not at all new in Early Childhood 

Education. 

WUG
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PRINCIPLE 1 OF THE BRAINBOOSTERS PROGRAMME: 
isolate the concept – week 1

• During week 1 of the BrainBoosters program, concepts are isolated using flashcards 

which are bound together in a book. This is called the HEARTBEAT BOOK 

• Each concept is accompanied by the written word. The written word is flashed first 

to the learner, then the image or concepts will be flashed.

HEARTBEAT BOOK: Flashcards of colours, shapes and numbers and numbers
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PRINCIPLE 2 OF THE BRAINBOOSTERS PROGRAMME: 
Isolation and Reinforcement – week 2

Repetition in the recognition and labelling of low-level concepts is an

important part of the learning process. During week 2 posters are presented

to extend the flash card knowledge gained the previous week. Teachers

continue during week 2 with the Heart Beat book (flash card activities).

BB number posterBB shape posterBB colour poster
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PRINCIPLE 3 OF THE BRAINBOOSTERS PROGRAM: 
Reinforce knowledge through story books- week 3-6 

p. 1 p. 2 p. 3

During week 3-6, story books are added to the program. These story books are written in 

a specific way to continue with the notion to isolate the concept, while adding meaning 

to the written words.
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The concept is no longer fully isolated. During this part of the programme learners 

get the opportunity to place the newly learnt words and concepts into context 

through games and activities. 

• Teacher-led games

Apart from the interactive story books, children also get the opportunity in weeks 

three to six to practice their newly acquired knowledge of colours, shapes and 

numbers in games and structured play-based activities led by the teacher.                                

This differ from free-play activities.

PRINCIPLE 4 OF THE BRAINBOOSTERS PROGRAMME: 
Combine knowledge through games and activities –

week 3-6
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

• Behaviourist approach

• Direct Instruction model

❑ humans learn a language through repeating the same form and text until it

becomes a habit (imitation and repetition)

❑ learning a language, especially a second language, should be learnt through

imitation and repetition

❑ learners learn best when learning outcomes are carefully designed in small

chunks by the teacher and directly instructed to learners, followed by

ample opportunity for imitation, repetition and reinforcement
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RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

(1) Qualitative, case study stance 

(2) Educational Connoisseurship and Criticism Model

• Site selection

❑ 2 ECD centers in the city center of Pretoria

❑ Both centers consisted of small classes (pre-requisite of the BB program)

❑ At both ECD centers learners’ home language differed from the LoLT of the 

center which was English
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RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

• Participants (Critical Case Sampling strategy)

❑ The learners aged 3-4 years at each of the 2 ECD centres

❑ The 2 teachers of the learners

❑ Connoisseurship and Criticism component: well-informed participants at 

universities in South Africa from the Departments of Early Childhood Education 

were to add valuable insight to the study
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DATA COLLECTION
• Pilot study:

❑ 3 months before the actual study commenced 

• Teacher training:

❑ Teachers received a single day training on the BrainBoosters program before the 

pilot study commenced.

❑ They received guiding PowerPoint slides to guide the implementation of the 

program in their classrooms  
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DATA COLLECTION

• Classroom observations
❑ Video recordings of the classroom interactions for 6 weeks (duration 

of the program) to gain insight into learner and teacher interaction 

on the BrainBoosters program

• Interviews with the teachers
❑ Teachers’ views on the learner progress and views of the program

• Interviews with the experts
❑ To obtain the views of ECD experts on the tenets of the program and 

to answer to the research question
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DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 
• Week 1: Isolation of concepts using the flash card Heartbeat Book

❑ Classroom observations

❑ Teacher interviews

❑ Expert opinion
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DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS
Week 2: Adding the posters on colours, shapes, and numbers to the program 

while continue with the Heartbeat Book of week 1

❑ Classroom observation

❑ Teacher interviews

❑ Expert opinion

139 / 247



21

DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

• Week 3-6: Adding story books on colour, shapes and numbers to the program 

while continue with the heartbeat book

❑ Classroom observations

❑ Teacher interviews

❑ Expert opinions
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DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

Week 3-6: Adding teacher-led activities on colours, shapes and numbers to the 

program

❑ Classroom observations

❑ Teacher interviews

❑ Expert opinions
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CONCLUSIONS
LITERATURE REVIEW

❑ The LoLT in which mathematics is received, plays a crucial role.

❑ Not all approaches should be seen as equally effective, as the choice of

approach should be seen as context bound.

❑ the best approach to the acquisition of a second language in early

childhood mathematics education appears to be where teachers and

learners are engaged in teacher-led activities, mixed with discovery-

oriented activities within a play-based approach to early learning.

❑ the literature review of this study highlighted movement as an

important need of learners for learning in Early Childhood.
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CONCLUSIONS

Literature review

❑ If the mathematical vocabulary used by the teacher is unfamiliar to the

learner, or, if instruction is complex due to a mismatch between learners’

first language and the LoLT in the classroom, extraneous cognitive load is

piled onto the working memory of the learner, which ultimately complicates

the process of learning.
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CONCLUSIONS 

The way in which the program links novice mathematical vocabulary in the 

second language to related concepts by way of 

(1) Flashcard activities (isolation of concepts);

(2) Posters and specifically designed story books (reinforcement), 

(3) Toys (combining knowledge) 

(4) Teacher-directed games and activities

to be effective for learning mathematics in Early Childhood English 

Second Language Education.
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CONCLUSIONS

The study further noted that:

• Prolonged time spend in the BrainBoosters programme on flashcard

activities will create boredom in early childhood learning.

• In this regard, the study concluded that, in order to prevent boredom,

the length of the flashcard activities should be guided by the context of

the classroom and learners’ needs, and should be kept short.

• Considering the importance of movement for learning in Early

Childhood, this important feature is found to be omitted in the

BrainBoosters programme.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

• It is recommended that the BrainBoosters programme follow an eclectic approach to

learning and teaching.

• The resources supplied by the BrainBoosters programme are suitable for learning and

teaching in early childhood L2 education.

• The games and activities prescribed by the BrainBoosters programme should be left to

the teacher to adapt to the context and the need of the children.

• The BrainBoosters programme should include songs, rhymes and verses in the

programme to accommodate the language needs of early childhood L2 learners

• Brain Boosters programme includes bodily kinesthetic activities to support

young learners’ need to move.
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Mathematics Play-based learning in early childhood: a case study of the BrainBoosters 
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i i A moving child is learning child –Gill Connell 
ii https://www.excelligence.com/Obstacle_Course_Guide.pdf 
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Case Study on Child-Led Play

Executive Summary

Being playful and participating in play is a multi-sensory interaction with the physical and social environment. Autistic
children have reduced playfulness and impaired play skills in comparison to their typically developing peers. Playful
interactions with caregivers facilitate positive environmental interactions which determine developmental and social
and emotional outcomes.

Carousel play is play-based intervention that provides a series of open-ended, developmentally appropriate play
activities to develop curiosity, active and spontaneous participation, adaptive responses and social engagement.
Children engage daily in carousel play for 45 minutes alongside a broad and balanced curriculum. Educators provide
intervention during carousel play by following the child’s lead and using the child’s interests to modify activities and
model new ways to play and interact. Educators use their knowledge of individual children and their relationship with
them to modify their interaction style to facilitate a child’s engagement in learning through play. Educator expertise as
playful interaction partners is crucial when supporting children with high support needs. Within any activity during
carousel play, pupils have the opportunity to demonstrate learning in any of the core curriculum areas of cognition,
communication, physical and sensory, personal, social and emotional development. Small but significant learning and
development during carousel play is captured through ongoing formative and summative assessment which informs
therapeutic and educational planning.

Ella (pseudonym) has a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and global developmental delay. Ella had
originally attended a mainstream nursery but was not making progress in that environment. She was 3 years old when
she started attending a preschool for children with special educational needs. At the preschool, Ella engaged daily in
carousel play with educators who took on the role of playful interaction partners. On entry, Ella was extremely active,
seeking movement and climbing opportunities continuously throughout the day which related to differences in how she
integrated sensory information from her body and the environment. Her engagement with play activities and her social
engagement was fleeting. She would quickly move between the different play activities on offer during carousel play,
take an object and wander around the room with it. She relied on educators initiating playful interactions with her.

Over time, Ella demonstrated learning and development in each of the core curriculum areas of cognition,
communication, physical and sensory and personal, social and emotional development11. Small but significant steps in
her progress were captured by educators taking photos and videos of her participation in carousel play and throughout
the day. Ella achieved more in play when supported by educators who were highly skilled at using playful interactions
to engage pupils with high support needs. For Ella, a key factor was that educators needed to be responsive to her
sensory needs, be able to accept her choice to join or leave activities and know when to interact to extend her learning
or to promote autonomous play and exploration. Ella’s educators planned motivating and open-ended play
opportunities which they could adapt to offer her the right resources, the just-right level of challenge and situations so
that she could demonstrate, rehearse and extend her current level of learning. This enabled Ella’s learning and
development.

Author Biography

Charlotte Millward and Laura Osman are authors of The Springboard Curriculum. Inclusive special education in the
early years foundation stage and key stage 111 and The Springboard Curriculum: Assessment Framework10.

Charlotte specialises in teaching primary aged children with complex physical, learning and communication needs.
She is Head of Centre of a preschool for children with special educational needs. Laura is a highly specialised speech
and language therapist, advanced sensory integration practitioner and qualified teacher. Laura has worked in health
and education, using knowledge and experience to integrate therapy and education.

Contact Charlotte and Laura at: thespringboardcurriculum@gmail.com
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Introduction

Being playful and participating in play is a multi-sensory interaction with the physical and social environment1,2. Autistic
children have reduced playfulness and impaired play skills in comparison to their typically developing peers3,4. Autistic
children are at risk of diminished opportunities to learn through play due to differences in their response to sensory
information5,6. The persistent challenges in social interaction and restricted and repetitive behaviours that characterise
autism means that their subtle play cues can be difficult for play partners to respond to appropriately7. Despite autistic
children needing more support to learn through playful interactions, they may receive fewer offers to play due to
misinterpretations of their play cues. Playful interactions with caregivers facilitate positive environmental interactions
which determine developmental and social and emotional outcomes8. Without playfulness, the ability to form
relationships, develop self-competence, self-esteem and resilience is compromised9.

Carousel Play: Planning for play with children with high support needs.

Carousel play is play-based intervention that provides a series of open-ended, developmentally appropriate play
activities to develop curiosity, active and spontaneous participation, adaptive responses and social engagement.
Children engage daily in carousel play for 45 minutes alongside a broad and balanced curriculum. Between 3-5
activities are offered in a carousel play session. The activities remain the same throughout the week to increase the
children’s confidence in participating, to provide them with a range of learning opportunities and to support them to
make choices, develop preferences and be in control of their actions and their environment. Educators provide
intervention during carousel play by following the child’s lead and using the child’s interests to modify activities and
model new ways to play and interact. Educators use their knowledge of individual children and their relationship with
them to modify their interaction style to facilitate a child’s engagement in learning through play. Tabletop and
floor-based carousel play activities offer sensory-motor opportunities categorised as messy, cause and effect,
constructive and manipulative or loose parts play. Floor-based activities include equipment that promotes tactile,
proprioceptive and vestibular activity to support sensory integration development.

Educator expertise as playful interaction partners is crucial when supporting children with high support needs.
Educators must understand the strengths and challenges of each pupil, must know how to use the resources
creatively to support them to move beyond their current level of learning and must know how to motivate and inspire
pupils to engage, play and have fun. Upskilling educators through training, coaching and reflecting on videos of
effective playful interactions supports professional development.

Within any activity during carousel play, pupils have the opportunity to demonstrate learning in any of the core
curriculum areas of cognition, communication, physical and sensory, personal, social and emotional development.
Small but significant learning and development during carousel play is captured through ongoing formative and
summative assessment which informs therapeutic and educational planning. An educational application, called
Evidence for Learning12, captures pupil learning through photographs and videos which are annotated by educators to
further describe the learning and the context in which it occurred. The Springboard Curriculum: Assessment
Framework is a summative assessment to capture each pupil’s progress along a developmental continuum that is
suitable for pupils with special educational needs10. Goal Attainment Scaling is another summative assessment used
to measure attainment towards personalised learning goals when standardised assessments are not available due to
a special educational need13.

Case Study

Ella (pseudonym) has a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and global developmental delay. Ella had
originally attended a mainstream nursery but was not making progress in that environment. She was 3 years old when
she started attending a preschool for children with special educational needs. At the preschool, Ella engaged daily in
carousel play with educators who took on the role of playful interaction partners. The educators that supported Ella
were teachers and teaching assistants who had a range of experience and were from different cultural backgrounds.
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The case study below reflects on how carousel play, as part of a broad and balanced play-based curriculum11

promoted Ella’s development and learning. Ella attended the preschool setting for 3.5 years.

During an initial home visit, Ella’s family expressed that their main priorities were for Ella to learn to talk, eat
independently and to cooperate with daily living activities such as eating and toileting and to engage in play activities
as she was constantly on the go. When Ella started at the preschool, she was extremely active, seeking movement
and climbing opportunities continuously throughout the day. Her engagement with play activities and her social
engagement was fleeting. She would quickly move between the different play activities on offer during carousel play,
take an object and wander around the room with it. She relied on educators initiating playful interactions with her. Ella
had low affect and was pre-verbal. She had very limited functional expressive communication and relied on others
interpreting her needs. Ella would reach for an object to make a choice and take an educator’s hand to communicate
an action that she wanted them to do which was a communication strength.

Ella’s sensory and physical development

Ella’s physical skills were a particular strength and she was very active, seeking out movement opportunities
throughout her day. However, Ella did present with differences in how she interpreted, integrated and responded to
sensory information from her body and from the environment. This impacted upon her attention and regulation and
also how organized and refined her motor skills were. These sensory differences impacted upon her gross and fine
motor skill development. For example, Ella could only jump when holding onto an adult’s hand and would spend time
rehearsing new movements.

Once introduced to a range of sensori-motor movement activities, Ella was more regulated throughout the day which
increased her attention and engagement and therefore opportunities for play and interaction which supported Ella in
all areas of her learning and development. For example, Ella was observed to be able to engage in seated activities
during carousel play if she had accessed sensori-motor movement activities first. Ella would leave and rejoin activities
as a strategy to self regulate using movement. This was recognised by educators who respected her choice to leave
an activity because it supported her attention and engagement.

When Ella left the preschool, she had learnt to coordinate her movements in order to be able to propel herself on the
scooter board and swing independently. She began to explore moving her body in different ways which supported her
gross and fine motor development and postural control. Ella was able to participate effectively in tasks requiring fine
motor control such as completing puzzles and using cutlery at mealtimes. Following regular walks out in the
community, Ella was able to walk longer distances, holding an adult’s hand and keeping walking at an appropriate
pace next to the adult.

Ella’s cognitive development

Ella was initially motivated by sensori-motor and movement play, such as play on the scooter board, bouncing on a
trampoline or therapy ball and swinging on the swing.  These were the activities which educators found could engage
Ella for longer periods because they met her sensory differences and were regulating for her. Educators initially used
these activities to create playful interactions and opportunities for communication by using burst-pause patterns in
their interactions.

The key to enabling Ella to engage with and participate in a wider range of more play-based, cognitive and routine
activities, was ensuring that her need for regular movement and sensory differences were met and that the activities
were highly motivating and appealing to her. Full body sensori-motor activities were always made available during
carousel play and throughout the day.
Over time, Ella began to engage with a wider variety of play activities during carousel play. She showed particular
interest and engagement in water play, the cause and effect of objects being lifted and poured from a height and
rhythm and vibration which increased her opportunities to learn through play. Because carousel play activities were
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repeated each day for 5 days, Ella had the opportunity to revisit activities of particular interest and educators began to
increase their understanding of activities which Ella enjoyed. Increasingly, Ella’s engagement in play generalised
throughout the day. She began to choose to join in with motivating whole group activities throughout the day and
would choose to sit in a chair to participate in sensory stories, songs and parachute games.

By the time Ella left the preschool, she would initiate meaningful participation in a wide range of play activities,
including sensory play, musical play, messy play and activities such as stacking, posting and puzzles.  She could use
a range of strategies to explore and interact with the resources, demonstrated a good understanding of cause and
effect in a range of contexts, could use objects according to their function and was beginning to purposefully use tools.
She was also able to purposefully engage in more adult-led cognitive activities such as simple matching and sorting or
imaginative play activities. Engagement remains entirely on Ella’s terms and educators need to use their knowledge of
her and her motivators to entice her to participate in less intrinsically motivating activities.

Ella’s communication development

Ella initially learnt to use the makaton sign for ‘more’ during sensori-motor play activities in carousel play because
educator’s used a burst-pause pattern to start and stop play. This opened up a wealth of opportunity for her to control
other motivating play activities. Ella rapidly generalised this skill to a wide range of activities, including to request for
physical and movement activities, sensory play, food and interactions to continue.

As Ella’s play interests increased, she had more things to communicate about. During carousel play, single symbols
and symbol boards were available with vocabulary that was meaningful to each activity. This included verbs, nouns
and prepositions. Educators modeled communicating with symbols. Ella learnt to use symbols to communicate. Ella
learnt to exchange a single symbol in a range of motivating activities and then learnt to discriminate between symbols.
From here, she learned to point (with her thumb) and generalised her knowledge of symbols to using a symbol board
to make requests, choices and control activities, using a range of nouns and verbs appropriately.

Ella then progressed to using a personalised communication book. By the time she left the pre-school, Ella had a
vocabulary of approximately 20 symbols of personal importance which she could consistently recognise and use
spontaneously.  In addition, there were many more symbols she could use purposefully in the context of an activity
following an initial adult model, however she did not yet use these to spontaneously communicate. She could search
through a book to locate relevant vocabulary for the activity and was beginning to put 2 symbols together to make
requests, choices and control activities. Ella continues to be supported to develop her communication.

Ella’s PSED development

On entry, Ella was able to finger feed and drink from a sports bottle. She was unable to follow the routines of the
school day and required full support to engage with school routines and activities of daily living. Ella was still in
nappies and had not yet begun toilet training.

By the time she left the pre-school, Ella was able to sit at the table for snack and lunch times. She could use a spoon
or fork to eat her lunch, drink from an open cup and would eat a wide range of foods, calmly discarding those she did
not want.

Ella’s need for movement throughout her school day was a key factor to enabling her to regulate her arousal levels
and engage with more focused activities, such as snack and toilet training. She would request movement activities, for
example by taking her shoes to an adult to indicate she wanted to go outside or more recently by seeking out a
symbol from the classroom wall to request the swing.
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Conclusion

Educators create and maintain the play context for autistic children. They need to carefully plan activities, ensuring
they are conducive to promoting and sustaining playfulness. An educator’s interpersonal skills and their ability to form
trusting relationships with autistic children who perceive and interact with the world differently is an essential skill. It is
built on the understanding of a child’s strengths and challenges so that appropriate activity and interaction adaptations
are made that increase play accessibility. During an interaction, an educator’s role and purpose can change in
response to a child’s participation. Educators’ decision making in play is paramount to enabling children to achieve
and maintain an optimal state of arousal to enhance social engagement and the benefits of play. The characteristics of
highly skilled playful interaction partners include being able to; reduce pupils’ barriers to accessing and engaging with
the world around them, provide a variety of stimulating and highly motivating activities and resources, use interactions
and resources creatively, flexibly and energetically to provide opportunities to play with high emotional impact, act as
model children and be playful in nature, use knowledge and relationships to scaffold play and provide the just-right
level of challenge to ensure success, approach play with patience, persistence and repetition, adapt interactions to be
responsive, observant and sensitive to pupils’ needs, allow time for pupils to respond and make choices, support
pupils to be autonomous and celebrating pupils’ achievements.

Ella demonstrated learning and development in each of the core curriculum areas of cognition, communication,
physical and sensory and personal, social and emotional development11. Small but significant steps in her progress
were captured by educators taking photos and videos of her participation in carousel play and throughout the day. Ella
achieved more in play when supported by educators who were highly skilled at using playful interactions to engage
pupils with high support needs. For Ella, a key factor was that educators needed to be responsive to her sensory
needs, accept her choice to join or leave activities and know when to interact to extend her learning or to promote
autonomous play and exploration. Ella’s educators planned motivating and open-ended play opportunities which they
could adapt to offer her the right resources, the just-right level of challenge and situations so that she could
demonstrate, rehearse and extend her current level of learning. This enabled Ella’s learning and development.

Ella has high support needs. She needs to continue to be supported by experienced and neurodiverse affirming
educators to enable her to actively participate in her world and continue to learn and develop.

Scan the QR code.
Guidance and recommendations:
Carousel Play.

Ella’s evidence of learning and developmental progress

The following images show examples of how Ella’s child-led learning and developmental progress was captured
during carousel play to inform therapeutic and educational planning10, 12, 13.
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} 8,5 years old
} Mixed diagnosis- ASD traits, dyspraxia, ADHD, suspected syndrome
} Special school
} He receives Occupational therapy (once a week), oral placement therapy (twice a week) and AAC therapy (once a week)
} He has been in therapy for two years
} He uses a core vocabulary in a device designed by me. It is not LAMP as it is not available in greek yet but I used the 

general approach of acquired language through motor planning.
} Difficulties:
◦ Attention difficulties
◦ Language difficulties (both receptive and expressive)/ non verbal
◦ Learning difficulties
◦ Interaction difficulties: isolated from other children
◦ Flexibility difficulties: difficulties in regulating him self during change
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} To be able to make a circle of 
communication during 
interaction

} To take initiation during 
interaction

} To be able to keep his attention 
during play

} To be more flexible during play
} To problem solve
} To extend symbolic ideas 

through play
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} Communication, cognition, emotion, social skills, and even 
sensorimotor processing are developed  through emotionally 
meaningful (affectively-charged) relationships - AFFECT IS KEY! 

} Use of strengths to support vulnerabilities
} Every individual difference is taken into consideration to 

form intervention

Building functional communication through the interest of the child (play 
based) taking into consideration her individual differences (sensory, 
language, praxis) maintaining high levels of emotional connection (affect)
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About video

} (3) AAC and Interaction - YouTube
} I introduced AAC device to support his 

expressive language. It contains a basic 
vocabulary of 50 words. He is far above 
requesting and he is able to make comments, 
asks questions, share feeling using his 
device.

} We use his device to together to support 
his goals through play

} In this video A and me are playing with a 
train. I am aiming in changing his rigid play 
while making circles of communication with 
his device. It’s the first time A stays in a 
play and expands it

Techniques used

} AFFECT
} BE in the moment
} Follow the child’s lead (I know he likes 

trains)
} Anticipation (I often waited before 

pressing ‘crush’ to give him time to take 
initiation)

} Creating challenges (I intentionally said 
the train was sad)

} Mis-understandings (I pretended I 
didn’t know what to do with the train)

} Stretching interaction
} Wait-watch-wonder (I was waiting to 

see what he wanted to do with the train 
and he was continuing the game)
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Making	circles	of	communication:				
a	case	study

Vikki Skarlopoulou- SLT Bsc MA RCSLT HCPC reg, DIR- Floortime proficient therapist and training leader
clinical leader of Atypical Center
https://vimeo.com/479549701
(password 2022)
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Outline
• Individual profile of the child
• Video of building circles of communication
• What is ‘Circles of communication’
• Ways to build ‘circles of communication’
• Videos during building circles of communication
• Results
• Suggestions on how to build circles of communication
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Learning	goals
1. To understand what is a circle of communication
2. To tell the difference between circle of communication and turn 

taking
3. To understand the importance of affect as a key 
4. To consider the outcomes of circles of communication in children’s 

social development
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Meet	Michalis- Profile

Got a diagnosis of ASD at the age of 2,5 (now 5)

Therapy from the age of 1,5 yo

He attends therapy every day: two days he attends 9-1 (early intervention ), the other days he attends 3 OT sessions, 3 
feeding session, 3 floortime/SLT sessions  (with me) per week and he goes to school for two hours per week with me.

At the beginning of therapy Michalis was screaming and crying continuously for everything. He was unable to self 
regulate himself

He started talking at 2,5 yo
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Before	building	circles	of	
communication
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Before	building	circles	of	communication
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Individual	differences	
Area of development Michalis’ Individual differences
Language Language difficulties: 

• He has strong receptive language
• He speaks in phrases
• Difficulties in conversation
• Difficulty in abstract language
• Grammar mistakes

Praxis/motor planning His imagination is limited to special interests and 
during his play he copied lines and scenes from his 
favourite cartoons

Sensory stimuli Hypersensitive in tactile, taste, auditoy
Undersensitive in visual, proprioceptive
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Individual	differences	
-Difficulty with transition. 

-Difficulty in trying new things

-Anger outbursts when things are 
not the way he wants

-limited engagement and attention

-Interested in people

-variety of interest
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Appropriate	goals
• To be able to participate in a 

conversation
• To take initiation during 

interaction
• To be able to shift his 

attention
• To be more flexible 
• To extend abstract language 

and symbolic ideas through 
play

• To play symbolically
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BUT!
Difficulties in therapy:

qTeaching-based therapy impossible (not attentive)
qDifficult for someone to join his play
qHis play repetitive (tv based-barely symbolic) –negative to new ideas
qHis conversation limited
qEngaged for a bit and withdrew 
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Therefore….
I had to start being an active part of his story without annoying him or 
require things from him 

Aiming at:
1. Shift his attention from the toy to the person and engage with them
2. Expand play and ideas in a conversation with the other person
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Method
Building circles of communication!!

child

adult

child

adult

child

adult
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What	is	a	circle	of	communication?
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What	is	a	circle	of	communication?
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What	is	a	circle	of	communication?
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What	is	a	circle	of	communication?
• Who opens the circle? The child

• Who closes the circle? The child

Why?
the model positions the child as the initiator,
it makes the child become aware of his/her actions as
well as the caregiver to become aware of the child’s sense of
self and interests, respect these interests by following the
child’s lead, and then help expand by challenging him/her
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What	is	a	circle	and	what	is	not
• Circle is not turn taking!

X Building blocks
X pop-up-the pirate
X Throwing ball

üIt’s building on each other’s actions by responding and expanding

184 / 247



Are	circles	of	communication	
enough?
• However circles of communication is a developmental stage and it is 

not enough on its own.
• We need to find the right tools to build circles of communication
• We need to find a way to make the child interested, engaged and ‘open’

Building a relationship allows new things to happen
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Relationship	based	approach

Communication, cognition, emotion, social skills, and even sensorimotor 
processing are developed  through emotionally meaningful (affectively-
charged) relationships - AFFECT IS KEY! 

Humans are social being and relationships are key to our development.

Within a safe, warm, nurturing relationship the child can explore the 
word interpreting our affective signals
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Eventual	progress	with	videos
• Multiple videos with scenarios matching his interest every day
• None pre-planned
• We started form people game (like chasing, peekaboo) and eventually we 

moved on to more complex scenarios like shopping, cooking

• Video 1 chasing-the beginning (0-0.3) 
https://youtube.com/shorts/GSTPmQsPkw8?feature=share

• Video 2 goodmorning (0:26-end)  https://youtu.be/4oFdtWaAAS0
• Video 3 button (0-1) https://youtu.be/nv-wm73hPTA
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Focus	on	specific	video
• In this video Michalis is fixing a chair by himself and I sit on the chair 

pretending I fell down because it was not fixed well. Soon M joins me 
and we continue making circles of communication
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Circles	of	communication
You will sit 
down. The 

chair is 
ready

I am 
going to 

sit 

Oh no 
the 

chair 
will fall

Oh on, it 
broke 

down, it 
was not 

fixed well

I will 
pick it 

up

What 
are we 

going to 
do?

We 
can fix 

it!

HIGH AFFECT 
through loving 
relationship
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techniques
üAFFECT
üBE in the moment
üFollow the child’s lead (I know he likes tools and fixing things)
üJoin in (I jumped into his play by creating the scene where he fixes and I 

try out the chair)
üWait-watch-wonder (I was waiting to see what he was doing with his 

tool, I waited when he was distracted by the paint on the chair)
üPlayful obstruction (I thought to pretend that the chair was broken to 

make him stop using his tools on his own)
üCreating challenges (I asked what should we do instead of telling him)
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Goals	achieved	
üLonger conversation
üShift from objects to the person
üLonger attention
üEngaged with therapist
üAccepts another person to join his play
üExpands his ideas
üPlays symbolically
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Results
After a year of playing/interacting like this, Michalis: 
• started making spontaneous and long conversation.
• He was able to attend carpet time at school
• His play became much more complex and symbolically
• He was much more flexible and affective talking about his feelings
• He was more interested to people than toys
• He was very positive and secure
• His anger outbursts were limited
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Suggestions	on	making	a	circle
• Make sure that both of you are regulated and relaxed
• First step to interact to is to follow child's lead
• At the beginning play might be limited to a scene or some sec
• Make sure the motivation for both of you is the pleasure interacting 

with each other
• Respond with an affective language
• Use limited toys-some of the best interactions do not include toys!
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A Case Study to integrate literacy skills with occupational therapy for typical 
children with sensory processing disorders in early years setting.  
 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
After the pandemic, changes in behavior were noticed amongst almost all children. The 
children took longer to settle down and adjust in the class routine. Most children were 
behind academically and did not have age -appropriate gross and fine motor and 
communication skills. They had to be constantly encouraged to socialize. Moreover, there 
were a handful of students in every class who refused to sit or cooperate with the teacher. 
They were hard to handle and a constant challenge to deal with. All of them cried and were 
inconsolable, fearful and refused to mingle with their peers.  
 
Due to these disturbances, the constant crying and hurdles in learning, the students were 
not making any academic progress. More than anything else we were losing precious time 
in just settling children down and getting them to focus and concentrate.  
 
After a month of observation, the pre-primary staff decided that we screen all pre-primary 
children for sensory integration issues.  
 
A team was assembled which included the school therapists, teachers and interns to take 
children for screening in small batches. All 256 students of the pre-primary department 
were screened over a period of approximately three weeks. Their data was collected and 
results analyzed. The data collected gave the following results:  
 
 
Approximate age  % of children with diagnosed 

SPD  

Nursery (3-4yrs) 96%  

PP1  (4-5yrs) 70% 

PP2 (5-6 yrs) 38% 

Class 1 (6-7 yrs) 23% 

 
The Montessori classrooms are large and well ventilated. In every Montessori classroom 
we have a mixed age group of 50 (approx)children between 3-7 years.  
 
Every Montessori class has a  mixed age group with approximately the following 
constituency :   
07 x Nursery children who are between 3-4 years old 
13 x PP1 children who are between 4-5 years old 
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20 x PP2 children who are between 5-6 years old 
10 x Class 1 children who are between 6-7 years old 
50 students in total in each class. There are 5 Montessori environments.  
 
The following steps were taken before screening of all students.  

1) The class teacher completed a checklist for every child in the class (Annex1) 
2) Forms for students with concerns were separated.  
3) Screening was done by the therapist in the following areas.  (Annex 2) 

 
 

Annex 2- Y in excel sheet indicates presence of issue 
crying / 

taking  too 
much time 
to adjust 

Stubborn / 
non-

cooperative 

Has 
speech 

oral motor 

fine motor 
skills 

gross motor 
skills + 

sitting with 
W 

Eye hand 
coord 

severe 
Vestibular 

Learning 
Difficulty 

Has 
phobias 

Poor 
socializati

on 

Weak core 
/ anxiety 

Does not 
follow group 
instructions 

High IQ  

 
4) Children with issues were identified  
5) Notes of the therapist and class teacher were compared  

 
Interestingly (and not surprisingly) we discovered that the teacher and therapist had both 
independently isolated the same children. And the concerns raised by the teacher were 
similar to the assessment result of the therapist.  
 
After the screening (which was done by our therapist) we discovered that the percentage 
of PP2 and Class 1 children (who had SPD) was less compared to the percentage of PP1 
students. Almost all Nursery students in every class had some SPD issue. These students 
were the same children who were finding it hard to settle in the class routine and had slow 
or no academic learning. In retrospect, the Nursery children were all pandemic babies, born 
in late 2018 or early 2019. They had been confined to their houses since birth and had very 
less opportunity to socialize and be exposed to stimulating experiences. The older children 
had more exposure and socialization opportunities. This was consistent with the data 
found.  
 
After the data was analyzed, the pre-primary team leaders had a discussion on the next 
steps that could be taken to support these students. The therapist comes to school for 
only half a day and has a tight schedule with special needs children. He was able to take a 
session for every class only once a week, which was not enough. We tried to hire another 
therapist to help our students but in vain. Therapists are hard to find in India, especially in 
our locality.  
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Apart from the fact that a lot of time would be used in pulling out students for OT, we had 
the other big issue of staying on track and on time in completing our curriculum goals. We 
had already spent two months assessing students and building individual learning plans.  
 
After a lot of speculation and discussions, we arrived at the following plan of action.  

1) Professional development of teachers to learn about SPD in detail and about 
occupational therapy exercises that benefit the same. 

2) Workshop on SPD to raise parent awareness and seek cooperation and partnership 
as exercise done in schools is not enough. Parents also need to take responsibility 
for the same.  

3) Issuing a formal “Concern Letter” that the parents had to read and sign, to confirm 
that they have been informed and counseled for their child’s well being. (Annex3) 

4) Planning of Intervention strategies (by VP and occupational therapist) that solve the 
purpose of therapy exercise and language learning both.  

5) Post intervention assessment to check progress made by individual students.  
 
 
OVERVIEW AND DESCRIPTION OF PLAY PRACTICES that integrate SPD therapy 
and english language (P= photo; V= video)  
 

ORAL MOTOR SKILLS  
1. Blowing with a straw 

within lines of a letter  
2. Blowing a cap with a 

straw in the direction 
of the letter  

3. Pressing palms to say 
vowel sounds  

4. Memorizing Tongue 
Twisters 

PROPRIOCEPTIVE  
● Role Play- with a heavy 

millet doll 
● Sending animals home 
● Matching numbers to 

number names  
● Walking on the line- 

months of the year** 

VESTIBULAR SENSE 
1. Mulberry bush  
2. Ring a ring a roses  
3. London bridge is falling 

down  
4. Truth and Dare (with a 

bowling pin) 
5. Walking on the line- 

months of the year** 
  

VISUAL / EYE-HAND-COORD 
1. Blind fold - adjectives/ 

letters  
2. Near and far- moro 

reflex with a pencil 
prop 

3. Read it, write it, build it 
4. Board games -Snakes 

and ladders  
5. Bottle caps  

 

AUDITORY SKILLS 
1. Chinese whisper  
2. I spy game (with 

objects and pictures) 
3. Clapping to say CVC 

word 
4. Hidden letter scene 

cards 

BILATERAL COORDINATION / 
CROSSING MIDLINES  

● Bear hunt  
● Boogie woogie  
● Letters yoga  
● Who took the cookie from 

the cookie jar? (clapping) 
●  Counting bubbles 
● Hopping and Spelling  

FINE MOTOR SKILLS 
● Identifying sounds 

(first, middle last of 
CVC words and blends) 
with pegs  

● Cutting letters  

FOLLOWING GROUP 
INSTRUCTIONS 

● Treasure hunt  
● Barrier games  
● We are going on a bear 

hunt 

TACTILE INTEGRATION 
● Coloured spaghetti** 
● Writing on a shaving foam 

tray *** 
●  Finding letters in a 

sandbox- scrabble for older 
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● Spaghetti letters ** 
● Tracing letters with 

clay * 
  

● Groups of 3 /4 
●  

children  
● Orbie bucket - I spy 

(objects and letters)  
● Forming clay letters*  

 
Professionals involved  
Professional involved  including breadth and depth of experience, education 

and discipline, gender, and cultural background 

Asma Zaidi  25 years as an early years educator, PhD in education, Female, 
Asian- Indian. (B.Sc, B.Ed, Montessori trained, MA, PhD)  

Altaf Hussain   15 years experience as an occupational and speech therapist, 
Bachelors in physiotherapy, Male, Asian -Indian  

Zainab Asghar  25 years as an early years educator, Female, Asian- Indian. 
(B.Sc, Montessori trained, MA)  

Masooma Fatima 2 years as an early years educator, Female, Asian- Indian. (B.Sc, 
Montessori trained, B.Ed- Special Needs) 

Durdana Fatima  2 years as an early years educator, Female, Asian- Indian. ( High 
School, Pre-primary teacher training, Montessori trained) 

Shabab Fatima  2 years as an early years educator, Female, Asian- Indian. ( High 
School, Pre-primary teacher training, Montessori trained) 

Rabab Fatima  6 years as an early years educator, Female, Asian- Indian. ( BA, 
B.Ed, Pre-primary teacher training, Montessori trained) 

Sumana Fatima  2 years as an early years educator, Female, Asian- Indian. ( High 
School, Pre-primary teacher training, Montessori trained) 

 
Childrens’ Age Group and details -
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1XNlMcw0AO1ITSy2KgPcUNzOPQC09Az
gPiO7vVx0eyMg/edit#gid=0 
All children are of Asian Indian ethnicity and all of them learn English as a second 
language. 90% of the children are shia muslims and 8% are sunni muslims and 2% are 
others. The children of this community are mostly from economically weak backgrounds. 
The parental involvement is low and poor. Most parents are literate but not educated and 
aware about child development. The entire community is close knit with poor exposure to 
the outside world. The old city of Hyderabad is crowded. Children are raised in small 
apartments and there are NO PUBLIC PARKS in any neighborhood. There is no safe, clean 
space for them to play outdoors- especially for girls.  
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Recommendations for educators:  
1) It is good to have a professional experienced therapist in the team.  
1) Teachers who are involved must be trained.  
2) Once teachers get the drift of the activities, many games and activities can be 

improvised to cater to special needs of individual students. 
3) Depending on the time available therapy may be integrated with lessons.  
4) Children with similar issues may be grouped for convenience while doing a 

particular intervention activity.  
5) ‘Let’s Read’ kinesthetic activities' were used for SPD intervention in literacy. The 

program can be shared on request.  
6) Reading Age is assessed using Let’s Read Diagnostic Test. (copyright) 

 
Post Intervention Assessments 

1) Formative assessments are done as observations through play to assess progress.  
2) Checklists and anecdotal records are kept to track progress.  

 
TimeLine of the Case Study. 
 

June  
Beginning of the new 
academic year 2022 

July  August  September  October  

Observations made 
regarding SPD issues  

Assessment done by 
therapist and teachers 

Intervention initiated  
Workshop for parents 

Check for progress in 
last week of Sept 

Intervention continues 
after term break 

 
POST INTERVENTION RESULTS AND OBSERVATIONS  
 

1) During observations it was observed that sensitivities in certain areas had visibly 
improved within 4 weeks.  
❖ Vestibular issues noticeably reduced in almost 80% of students 
❖ Balance and coordination along with eye-hand coordination visibly improved 
❖ There was a significant change in the ‘happiness’ quotient among children. 

They were happier coming to school.  
❖ Using kinesthetic activities to improve reading skills was a great success. 

There was a significant improvement in ‘Reading Age’ among all age groups. 
❖ The games and songs helped to improve spoken English and enhance 

targeted vocabulary.  
 
The following is evidence of activities done in school to overcome sensory 
processing disorder and developing simultaneous literacy skills.  
 
Developing Oral Motor Skills -  

● Blowing with a straw within lines of a letter  
● Blowing a cap with a straw in the direction/orientation of the letter  
● Pressing palms to say vowel sounds (video available) 
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● Game of saying a Tongue Twister rapidly (video available). It helps with tongue tie without causing 
any stress.  

 
 
  

 

                                                                                                                     

 
  
 

 
Bilateral coordination  

● Bear hunt - Students repeat instructions of the story - Going on a Bear Hunt- to do actions 
● Boogie woogie song with actions. CHildren stand in a circle and follow instructions of the song for 

specific movements (video) 
● Letters yoga - children sit in poses that resemble formation of letters 
● Who took the cookie from the cookie jar? (clapping) 
●  Counting bubbles- ‘The blower’ blows bubbles (oral motor activity) while the ‘catcher’ counts the 

bubbles and bursts them by clapping.  
● Hopping and Spelling- a game like hopscotch, where children hop on different letters to make words 
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Vestibular  Sense 
 

● Mulberry bush ( exercise through song)  
● Ring a ring a roses ( going round in circles- gentle exercise through song)  
● London bridge is falling down  (song with children going around an imaginary bridge made out of 

hands)  
● Truth and Dare (with a bowling pin- children with vestibular issues find it hard to see a spinning 

object. It can be played in pairs and in a group.)  
 

 

 

 

 

Visual / Eye Hand Coordination 
● Blind fold - adjectives/ letters (using english vocabulary to describe objects that you pick up while 

blindfolded)  
● Near and far- moro reflex with a pencil prop. It helps the child to exercise while using the concept of 

near and far 
● Read it, write it, build it- a game to learn spellings. Read the word, build the word with 3D letters and 

then copy and write the spelling 
● Board Games- like Snakes and ladders are played to read non phonetic SIGHT words. Through this 

game, children learn to read 100 non-phonetic words.  
● Counting with pasta- children learn counting in English.    
● Forming letters in correct orientation with recycled bottle caps 
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Fine Motor Skills 

● Identifying sounds (first, middle last of CVC words and blends) and rhyming words with pegs. It 
helps to strengthen muscles for tripod grip by using pegs.  

● Cutting letters with scissors. (This activity requires fine motor skills and eye hand coordination)  
● Spaghetti letters ( forming letters -identification- and spelling of words with colored spaghetti. 
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Children are gently introduced to the soft spaghetti texture)  
● Tracing letters with clay / shaving foam ( forming letters -identification- 

and spelling of digraphs in a shaving foam tray)                                                                                                  

 
                                                       
●  
                                         

                                 
 
 
Developing Proprioceptive Sense  

● Role Play- with a heavy doll stuffed with  millet grains. Carrying the heavy doll helps to develop 
proprioceptive sense.   

● Sending animals home (children have an animal tag, they have to walk like the animal to go ‘home’)  
● Matching numbers to number names (English sight words)  that are kept across a tunnel. Child has 

to crawl from one end to another to match the number symbol with the number name 
● Walking on the line of an ellipse, with the sun in the middle to learn months of the year. (* photo is in 

vestibular section) 
● We are going on a bear hunt. The teacher says the poem and encourages children to repeat the 

vocabulary and do actions/ movement that develops proprioceptive sense. 
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Following group instructions (Great game for ESL learners. Instructions are given in English. 
Children have to remember vocabulary and follow multiple instructions) 

● Treasure hunt - a “treasure” is hidden outside the classroom. Children have to read ”clues” which can 
be found on following instructions. One clue leads to another till the “treasure” is found.  

● Barrier games - A barrier is kept between the person giving instructions and the other person who is 
following instructions. The instructor has an image that s/he cannot name directly. The person who 
follows instructions has to make the design closest to the instructor wins. This game enables the 
instructor to think and give relevant commands in English. Example: if the instructor has the image 
of a square, instead of saying make a square with your sticks, he has to say: Keep one stick in 
horizontal position on the table, keep another stick vertically down from the left side, keep the third 
stick vertically down touching the right corner. Join the lower points with a stick placed horizontally.  

● Forming groups of …. (4,5,6) The game is made challenging by adding instructions.  Hug each other 
and form groups of 3 Or , touch elbows and form groups of 4 

● Following instructions on a model board. Children play with cars and follow multiple instructions to 
“drive” and park the car in the right spot.  
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Tactile Integration (All activities are  sensorial experiences for children with tactile issues)      
                           

● Coloured spaghetti (also an eye hand coordination exercises. Gentle introduction to texture for 
children with tactile issues)  

● Writing on a shaving foam tray *** 
●  Identifying letters found in a sandbox- Differentiation is done when older children use those letters 

to make as many words as possible.  
● Orbeez bucket - I spy (hidden objects and letters in the bucket of orbeez)  
● Forming letters with clay or home made dough 
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Developing Auditory Sense  

● Chinese whisper (whispering a new English  proverb for C1 students. Child has to hear the unfamiliar 
proverb and pass it on to the person sitting next to him. When the last person says what he hears, 
the class has a good laugh. The teacher writes the proverb on the board and explains what it means 
and how it is used .  

● I spy game (with objects and pictures). Many objects are kept on a tray. The child hears the name of 
a specific object or the letter that an object starts with and finds it amongst my other items.  

● Clapping to say CVC word (video). Child hears a word or sees a picture and uses movement of 
hands to bring the sounds together. m+u+g= mug (clap)  

● Hidden letter scenes. Many objects and letters are “hidden” in a 2D picture. Child has to hear the 
name and spot the object or letters.                                                                  
 

208 / 247



 

                                                                                   

 

 

 

       

 

209 / 247



1 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cultivating empathy in preschool children 
through play 

educational product 

210 / 247



2 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

Eleni Antonopoulou is a graduate in pre-school education, of the School of Early Childhood 

Education of the Technological Institute of Epirus. From 2004 until today she has been working 

in public nurseries. She has been working in childcare centers in the field of early childhood 

education.  

Throughout her work experience, she has attended various seminars and conferences directly 

related to her field of work. Seminars on combating prejudice in education, a conference on 

intercultural education and seminars on the approach to art in through the new educational 

reality. She is also attending a postgraduate course on "Pedagogy of Innovative Technologies and 

Biomedical Approaches" In parallel with the master's degree the seminar 'Leadership and 

Management in Education from the The University of the Aegean. 

 

 

 

 

 

211 / 247



3 
 

Introductory note 

Developing the cultivation of empathy and pedagogical values in preschool children is crucial in 

the daily and continuous inclusion in any kind and content of pedagogical programs. Empathy, 

the first essential virtue of moral intelligence, is the ability to identify with and understand the 

concerns of another person. It is the powerful emotion that stops violent and cruel behavior and 

encourages a kind attitude and treatment towards others. Young children's empathy depends on 

the secure attachments they have developed and the way in which the child is treated by others 

when experiencing situations of pain or when they need help. 

 Because empathy arises naturally and quite early, children are born with a huge built-in 

advantage for their moral development. However, the development of this wonderful capacity 

for children to empathize with others is not a guarantee. Although children are born with the 

capacity for empathy, it must be cultivated in the right way or it will remain dormant. 

 For this reason, the acquaintance with emotions, their expression and externalization, as 

well as the awareness of the emotion experienced by the child and his/her peers, constitute an 

important and essential stepping stone for the cultivation of empathy and, consequently, for the 

development of pedagogical values. The recognition of emotions is the main pillar of emotional 

education. If children cannot recognize their feelings, they cannot listen, follow instructions or 

generally keep up with classroom rules, as their emotional intelligence remains at low levels. 

Recognition and acceptance of emotions is not only a skill. It is a basis of support for subsequent 

social-emotional activities that children can acquire through pre-school education and will guide 

them through all levels of education. 

 This handbook is a useful guide for early childhood educators. Suggestions for educational 

activity is formulated with empathy and pedagogical values as the main thematic axis and how 

these can be cultivated in the context of preschool education. The following primary educational 

product came from a bibliographic and article review on empathy and pedagogical values, in the 

context of the thesis of the postgraduate program "Pedagogy through Innovative Technologies 

and Biomedical Approaches" of the University of West Attica, supervised by Mrs. Sidiropoulou 

Tryphaini.   
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 The educational was implemented in preschool students in a class of twenty-one 

students. The age of the students in class is between three and four years old. Three of the 

students in the implementation group are people with special educational needs and come 

from different socio-economic backgrounds with a character of multicultural diversity. The 

implementation of universal design and differentiated instruction will provide all of the 

student’s opportunities for cooperation, acceptance of diversity and empowerment of their 

skills. The duration of the training activities may last up to two to three months. The free hours 

will be the main focus of the main time for the realization of the project's activities and the 

achievement of its objectives. 

 The activity that follows provide intrinsic motivation for students, foster a spirit of 

cooperation and inclusion, and create children who are autonomous and creative, with a desire 

to discover and acquire knowledge. The management of these should not be of a pressurized 

nature. On the contrary, they should be fun and playful activities that attract children's interest, 

offering them a real purpose for physical, mental and emotional development.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

213 / 247



5 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

'The snake of good behavior' 

General purpose 

The general purpose of this action is the cultivation of correct and acceptable behavior of 

children. Through play, children understand, comprehend and set their own codes of 

communication and rules.  Subsequently, they acquire the right foundations of values and 

empathy, with the ultimate goal of becoming active and virtuous citizens.  
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Description of action 

This action is inspired by the classic board game "the snake", where the players, in order to reach 

the finish line, try - using dice - to climb the stairs and avoid the snakes, which "turn around" 

them. In this particular action, the "snake of good behavior" is a three-dimensional "snake", and 

to reach the finish line requires overcoming some obstacles. The difficulties that the children 

have to face in this game are to give the right answers when they click on a card with the wrong 

behavior. It is a game of cooperation and critical thinking. In detail, the objectives of this activity 

are as follow. 

• Socio-emotional development 

• Cultivation of critical thinking 

• Building values 

• Establishing rules and limits  

• Development of speech 

• Strengthening dialogue 

• Cultivating empathy  

• Encouraging cooperation and teamwork 

• Cultivating fine and gross motor skills 

• Spatial awareness 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Introduction to mathematical 

concepts 

• Perception of diversity 

• Push for inclusion 

• Strengthening democratic values 

• Reflection 

• Self-evaluation 

• Self-esteem 

• Strengthening cultural sensitivity 

• Analysis of values and behavioral 

patterns 

• Enhancing respect 
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MATERIALS REQUIRED: 

• Green canvas cardboard A4 size 
• Canvas cardboard of your choice 
• Scissors 
• One large size dice 
• Markers 
• Picture cards, some of which depict children with correct behavior (e.g., children helping 
friends or playing nicely) and others depicting children acting with incorrect behavior (e.g., 
children fighting or throwing rubbish) - Pinterest -https://pin.it/7iCYmcG 

IMPLEMENTATION OF ACTION: 

For the implementation of this action, the educator is required to have done some preparatory 

work. First of all, it will be necessary to create a 3D game similar to the board game "snake". To 

facilitate this, ready-made A4 size green colored canvas cardboard can be used, which will serve 

as the main "body" and the route that the children will follow to reach the finish line. 

Afterwards, the educator should design and cut out stairs and snakes so that there is a 

possibility of ascending and descending. Finally, for the finish line, it is necessary to create a 

snake head and a die. The pieces of cardboard needed and the final diameter, which the game 

will have, depend on the dimension of the space. It is suggested that the activity be 

implemented in a spacious environment. After the educator has placed the cardboard pieces on 

the floor in such a way that a snake is created, then explains the rules of the game. The children 

are divided into two groups. The team that reaches the goal first wins. In order for a team to 

reach the finish line, the player who plays each time must advance as many steps as the 

number of numbers shown on the dice rolled Each time the child happens on a ladder he goes 

up, and each time he happens on a snake he goes back to the box showing the snake. 
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However, the game requires cooperation and problem solving. On some cardboard 

boxes the educator has placed cards that show correct behavior and on others cards that 

show behavior that deviates from the permissible limits. When a player in a group taps on 

the correct behavior, he or she re-rolls the die and plays again. But when a player runs over 

a card with incorrect behavior, then he must confer with his team and jointly think of ways in 

which that behavior can be changed from bad to good. The next time it is his/her turn, the 

player playing should share with all the children the solutions he/she and his/her team came 

up with. If the other team agrees, then they can continue in the game as normal.  

The game can be implemented as many times as the children wish and the cards may differ 

each time. It can also be carried out outdoors. 
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Play is a lifelong learning foundation. Initially, children enjoy the process more than the outcome, 

which is why the child is encouraged to constantly try to find solutions and propose ideas. In 

essence, through play, the child is introduced to the basic principles of active learning. Play is a 

useful pedagogical tool, which contributes significantly to the personal, social and emotional 

development of the child. It creates a fertile ground for the development of social, 

communicative and emotional skills 

Pre-school education contributes comprehensively to the all-round physical, emotional, 

mental, social and emotional development of children. The mission of pre-school education is to 

foster a culture of communication, collegiality, cooperation and decision-making in a social 

climate characterized by empathy, mutual recognition and respect. Teaching must be 

communicative, with an emphasis on dialogue and cooperation, and an interdisciplinary and 

multidisciplinary approach to knowledge, with appropriate activities for children. 

However, each educator can reinforce the actions according to his/her beliefs and 

knowledge. However, the primary concern of each educator should be the process of reflection, 

reflection and clarification of each action and not the implementation of the action itself. 
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Parent partnership challenges from the perspectives of teachers in EYFS curriculum nurseries in Abu Dhabi 
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Co-founder, Connecting Parents and Educators in the Early Years 
 
A former journalist who has been advocating for early years education in the UAE for a decade. The Master of Education 
graduate runs the community network, Connecting Parents and Educators in the Early Years, to promote active 
collaboration between the stakeholders.  
In my exploratory study, the main challenges surrounding parent partnership working are identified based on the 
perspectives of nursery teachers working in the context of British curriculum nurseries in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates. 
The qualitative research utilised narrative analysis to interpret the data gathered from the participants selected using a non-
random sampling method. A rich amount of data was collected from semi-structured interviews conducted with six 
participants representing a community network of qualified and experienced teachers. 
The findings reveal that conflicts arose from a difference in the expectations of parents and teachers in relation to the care 
and education of young children. There is an indication linking the difference to the cultural ideals held by parents and 
teachers. While parents (typically comprising various nationalities working and residing in the emirate) appear to hold 
idiographic ideals, the teachers (employed by British curriculum nurseries perceived as popular and having a wide reach in 
the emirate) tend to follow the nomothetic ideals set by their institution. In an increasingly globalised world, cultural ideals 
may be an important factor to consider in efforts to understand challenges in parent partnership working, particularly in 
settings where foreign curriculum has been adopted amidst the phenomenon of policy borrowing in education.    
The data collected has been rigorously analysed to identify four themes linked to the challenges encountered by the teachers, 
which are as follows: 
• Special educational needs 
• Level of parental involvement 
• ‘Learning through play’ approach 
• Meal routines 
The first two themes are found to present a complexity of challenges for the teachers to overcome, while the subsequent 
two themes are found to be areas where the teachers experienced some success in conflict resolution.  
The study aims to highlight and create awareness of the themes surrounding the challenges in parent partnership working 
among key stakeholders, namely parents, teachers and nursery managers. It is hoped that the findings will spark reflective 
discussions among the stakeholders to tackle the challenges for the benefit of children attending nursery. Finally, the study 
is intended as a precursor to future explanatory research that further investigates the challenges in similar contexts. 
 

 

Abstract 
This is an exploratory study identifying the main challenges surrounding parent partnership working from the perspectives 
of nursery teachers working in the context of British curriculum nurseries in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates. The 
qualitative research utilised narrative analysis to interpret a rich amount of data gathered from the participants selected 
using a non-random sampling method. The data was collected from semi-structured interviews conducted with six 
participants selected from a community network of qualified and experienced teachers. 
The research findings reveal that conflicts arose from a difference in the expectations of parents and teachers in relation to 
the care and education of young children. There is an indication linking the difference to the cultural ideals held by parents 
and teachers. While parents, typically comprising various nationalities working and residing in the emirate, appear to hold 
idiographic ideals, the teachers, employed by British curriculum nurseries known to be a popular choice and having a wide 
reach in the emirate, tend to follow the nomothetic ideals set by their institution. In an increasingly globalised world, 
cultural ideals may be an important factor to consider in efforts to understand challenges in parent partnership working, 
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particularly in settings where foreign curriculum has been adopted amidst the phenomenon of policy borrowing in 
education.    
The data collected in this study has been rigorously analysed to identify four themes linked to the challenges in parent 
partnership working encountered by the teachers, which are as follows: 
• Special educational needs 
• Level of parental involvement 
• ‘Learning through play’ approach 
• Meal routines 
The first two themes are found to present a complexity of challenge for the teachers to overcome, while the subsequent two 
themes are found to be areas where the teachers experienced some success in conflict resolution.  
The study aims to highlight and create awareness of the themes surrounding the challenges in parent partnership working 
among key stakeholders, namely parents, teachers and nursery managers. It is hoped that the findings will spark reflective 
discussions among the stakeholders on tackling the challenges for the benefit of the children attending nursery. Finally, the 
study is intended to be a precursor to future explanatory research that further investigates the challenges in similar contexts. 

 

Introduction 
A great deal of research on challenges surrounding parent partnerships in early childhood education contexts dealt with 
the collaboration between teachers and parents in relation to supporting children’s learning and development (Bernhard, 
Lefebvre, Kilbride, Chud and Lange, 1998; Collete, 2006; Cottle and Alexander, 2014; Yahya, 2016; Chan and Ritchie, 
2016; Einarsdottir and Jónsdóttir, 2019). The challenges in collaborations between the two partners appear complex and 
multi-faceted, varying from setting to setting and context to context. Challenges in this respect have often been attributed 
to a lack of contact between the two partners, or in some cases, a breakdown of communication. However, studies have 
shown that the challenges are more than simply a matter of communication. The challenges appear more deep rooted in 
the difference in the values, beliefs and aspirations of parents and teachers (Cottle and Alexander, 2014; Chan and 
Ritchie, 2016). 
Increasingly, teachers have been positioned as experts on children’s learning and development in the arena of early 
childhood education (Bernhard, Lefebvre, Kilbride, Chud and Lange, 1998). They are more often seen as the qualified 
professionals who are following the best educational practices informed by research-based curriculum frameworks. 
Therefore, there is a certain expectation that parents work in partnership by showing their support for curriculum goals. It 
seems that interactions with parents through direct communication, newsletters or workshops are more often about telling 
parents what to do, rather than to collaborate on decision making in relation to their children’s learning and development. 
In this regard, the partnership has unwittingly adopted a top-down approach where the teachers act as experts, often 
leaving parents feeling sidelined (Chan and Ritchie, 2019). Interestingly, many early childhood educational institutions or 
the curriculum frameworks they follow highlight the importance of parents’ role and involvement in children’s learning 
and development. In the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework, for instance, parents are valued as children’s 
educators as well (Department of Education, 2020). There have been questions as to what the parental role and 
involvement actually means in the EYFS framework, and whether they are given the opportunity to play the role of 
experts on their children and contribute to the decisions made about their children’s learning and development (Cottle and 
Alexander, 2014). This situation is made all the more complex in the context of UAE where childcare is often left to the 
house maids. The study by Roumani (2016) revealed that house maids or nannies in the Gulf region are less likely to be 
viewed as partners, although they are often the ones left in charge of the caregiving of children especially in the early 
childhood stage. Hence, challenges could emerge when there is a lack of consideration for the parents’ or carer’s 
contribution to the decision-making process in children’s learning and development.  
There have been many cases where parents reported feeling that their views have not been listened to and that they do not 
have much of a say in the direction of their children’s learning and development (Bernhard, Lefebvre, Kilbride, Chud and 
Lange, 1998; Collete, 2006; Cottle and Alexander, 2014; Yahya, 2016; Chan and Ritchie, 2016; Einarsdottir and 
Jónsdóttir, 2019). Some studies have gone to the extent of suggesting that parents feel a little marginalised and less 
powerful in their role or involvement in children’s learning and development. This implies a position that parents have 
different values, beliefs and aspirations that contribute to the challenges in their partnership workings with teachers. 
Parent’s personal ideals are believed to have impacted the way they prefer their children to be raised and educated in their 
early childhood (Bernhard, Lefebvre, Kilbride, Chud and Lange, 1998; Collete, 2006; Cottle and Alexander, 2014; 
Yahya, 2016; Chan and Ritchie, 2016; Einarsdottir and Jónsdóttir, 2019). It refers to their child rearing practices, for 
instance, toileting, meal routines and nap times, and to their aspirations for the academic achievement of their young 
children. Their views or perspectives in this regard are said to have been influenced by sociocultural factors. It is usually 
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taken to mean that parent’s ideals are borne out of their personal background. The challenges surrounding different ideals 
between parents and teachers in early childhood educational contexts is perhaps more pronounced in diverse societies like 
the UAE. In the UAE, there are not only families of diverse nationalities converging in the region to live, work and study, 
but also diverse early childhood educational institutions, like the EYFS curriculum nurseries, are being set up and offered 
to the population. The implication here is that the more diverse a society is, the more diverse the parents’ ideals are likely 
to be. Hence, it is not surprising that there have been calls for more attention to be paid to parent’s ideals, as well as to 
address them in cases where challenges in the partnership workings abound. 
There have been recommendations for teachers to assume or play the role of ‘cultural brokers’ by negotiating between 
parents’ ideals and their institutional ideals in their partnership workings (Cottle and Alexander, 2014). In layman’s 
terms, teachers are encouraged to act as the go-between parents’ goals and curriculum goals for the purpose of supporting 
children’s learning and development in the early childhood. As an illustration, the study by Yahya, (2016) revealed that 
some immigrant parents from non-Western countries do not readily accept the play-based curriculum approach that is 
popular in early childhood educational settings in Western countries. Similarly, in the UAE, it is found that Emirati 
mothers tend to engage in adult-led play, rather than the child-led play promoted in early childhood curriculums like the 
EYFS (Al-Qinneh and Abu-Ayyash, 2020). Therefore, it could be argued that nursery teachers invest effort into getting to 
know the unique cultural backgrounds of parents and seek to understand their culturally motivated practices or aspirations 
for their young children. Teachers could then use the knowledge to guide their partnership working practices and mitigate 
the challenges that are likely to arise from a clash of ideals (Bernhard, Lefebvre, Kilbride, Chud and Lange, 1998). 
It is worth considering challenges in parent partnership working in the context of special educational needs. There 
appears to be more challenges associated with supporting parents with children who have been identified as having 
special educational needs (Turnbull, Blue-Banning, Turbiville and Park; 1999). Stress factors such as emotional stress 
and financial stress add another layer of challenge to partnership workings with parents. In the UAE, the situation is 
compounded by the phenomenon that provision for special educational needs is a fairly recent development (Gaad, 2019).  
Hence, all stakeholders involved, including teachers, parents and nursery managers, are more often still trying to find 
their way around the support network for special educational needs.  A study by Bock (2015) on the provision for special 
educational needs in UAE revealed that the challenges in partnership working are also linked to a lack of collaboration 
and cultural barriers between parents and teachers. The theme of collaboration and cultural practices also applies to the 
greater partnership working context of my study, therefore, the exploration into the challenges experienced by nursery 
teachers will be looked at from this angle. 
 
Theoretical framework 
Literature indicates that challenges arise when there are differences in the expectations of parents and teachers in relation 
to the care and development of young children (Stringer and Hourani, 2012; Cottle and Alexander, 2014; Yahya, 2016;). 
As such, Getzels-Guba social system model could be adapted to the context of parent partnership, as suggested by Keyes 
(2016). Getzels and Guba (1957) theorised that conflicts could occur when two parties do not share the same ideals. 
Getzels and Guba (1957) noted two separate ideals; idiographic ideals belonging to individual persons, and nomothetic 
ideals carried by a group of people representing an institution. In the context of this study, parents are regarded as 
individuals with idiographic ideals and whose actions are motivated by their own personal preferences. Teachers, on the 
other hand, are regarded as a group of people who act upon the nomothetic ideals passed down from their nursery 
institutions which subscribe to the EYFS curriculum. Challenges abound when their idiographic and nomothetic ideals 
are not aligned (Getzels and Guba, 1957; Keyes, 2016). Therefore, the Getzels-Guba model is considered suitable for 
identifying the challenges experienced by the teachers in situations where parents’ ideals appear to be dissimilar from 
their nursery’s ideals.  
 
Research questions 
Main question: What are the challenges in parent partnership according to the perspectives of teachers working in EYFS 
curriculum nurseries in Abu Dhabi? 
Sub questions: 

• What are the common challenges faced by teachers when working in partnership with parents? 
• To what extent do these challenges arise from a difference between the expectations of parents and EYFS 

curriculum, specifically in these two areas: 
- Child-rearing practices and; 
- Academic outcomes? 

 
Methodology 
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• Narrative research 
The study has been conducted through narrative research to capture the voices of the nursery teachers who represent a 
community of practice. This qualitative method assigns value to the lived experiences of people from a particular social 
context (Sarantakos, 2013; Creswell, 2014; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2017). Therefore, the participants could 
construct valuable meanings to depict their social realities, offering them a ‘right’ to be represented (Riessman, 1993; 
Kim, 2010; Miles, Huberman, Saldana, 2014).  
The participants provided rich and descriptive data that enabled verstehen or deeper understanding into the research topic 
at the analysis stage (Crotty, 1998; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2017). It offers an insight into participants’ perception 
of the challenges surrounding parent partnership working, unpacking layers such as identifying the common challenges, 
describing the different facets to the challenges and searching for factors contributing to those challenges. Human 
perceptions derived from their own value or belief systems are not easily interpreted according to the complexity theory 
(Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2017). Therefore, it requires a researcher to interpret a complex set of data through 
deductive and inductive reasoning (Sarantakos, 2013; Creswell, 2014; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2017). As the 
primary instrument in the data analysis, I have co-constructed meanings with the participants through a dialogue process 
known as symbolic interactionism (Crotty, 1998; Sarantakos, 2013; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2017). 
 
Research design  

• Recruitment of participants 
The six participants were recruited through the non-random sampling method (O’Leary, 2004; Sarantakos, 2013; 
Creswell, 2014). They volunteered to participate in the study by responding to an advertisement posted on the non-profit 
community group, Connecting Parents and Educators in the Early Years, on the social media platform Facebook. Their 
personal data have been managed according to the code of ethics (see appendix 1). The participants were selected based 
on the delimitations of the study (O’Leary, 2004; Sarantakos, 2013; Creswell, 2014). Firstly, they were UK qualified 
teachers employed by EYFS curriculum nurseries in Abu Dhabi. Secondly, they have worked for at least two years in 
those nurseries (prior to the onset of Covid-19 pandemic which is beyond the scope of this study). The prerequisites 
ensured the participants represented the EYFS institutional ideals as per Getzels-Guba theoretical framework. It also 
ensured the participants had amassed sufficient experience to provide descriptive narratives of challenges in parent 
partnership working.  

• Data collection  
The data were collected through semi-structured interviews which provided focus as well as flexibility (Creswell, 2014; 
Sarantakos, 2013). A set of questions was posed to the participants to support them to structure their narratives. On the 
other hand, the questions were structured in an open-ended way to allow exploration into the topic, enabling the 
researcher to follow the participants’ lead. The constant comparison method was used whereby the data were constantly 
compared and checked for emerging themes at the collection stage (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Lewis-Beck, Bryman and 
Liao, 2004; Miles, Huberman and Saldana, 2014). For instance, when a few participants shared similar narratives, the 
other participants were asked if they had encountered similar experiences. The participants had access to their interview 
recordings and could amend their data before the transcription stage. This empowered the participants and contributed to 
the ‘trustworthiness’ of the data (Riessman, 1995; Kim, 2010; Miles, Huberman, Saldana, 2014).  
 
Data analysis 
The data has been rigorously interpreted according to ‘thematic analysis’ which generates themes, patterns or trends (see 
Appendix 3) (Braun and Clarke, 2014; Miles, Huberman and Saldana, 2014; Vaismoradi et al, 2016). This process 
enabled the common challenges experienced by the participants to be identified or coded (see appendix 4). These 
common challenges have been organized into four themes that have emerged in the study (see Appendix 5). To increase 
the validity of the analysis, a researcher must practise reflexivity (Crotty, 1998; Sarantakos, 2013; Cohen, Manion and 
Morrison, 2017; Lincoln, Lynham and Guba, 2018). To this end, I have kept a reflective journal (Appendix 2). Member 
checking was also carried out whereby feedback was solicited from the participants to determine whether the themes 
accurately represented their perspectives. 
 
 Findings 
(an excerpt of the report) 
 
Major challenges: 
 
Teachers perceived a lack of collaboration from parents in supporting their SEN children 
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SEN provision is a fairly recent development in the UAE and more support for SEN children is required from all partners 
(Gaad, 2019). The participants perceived that parents are not forthcoming in collaborating to acquire SEN strategies from 
specialists. One participant remarked there is no ‘three-way partnership’ between teachers, parents and specialists.  
The two aspects to the challenge in this regard are: 
• Early intervention stage: Lack of support for a specialist assessment  
Making a referral is part of a teacher’s role, according to both the EYFS curriculum and the UAE inclusion framework 
(Gaad, 2019; Department of Education, 2020). However, teachers encountered parents who were reluctant to seek 
specialist assessment for their children. Participant no. 6 noted: 
‘’Based on what they (parents) have said and voiced, their lack of understanding of what my role exactly was, or the 
importance of my role in their child's development, a lot of them thought that it was kind of like a nanny service, you 
know, I pay and you play with my child all day. Some of them responded with, well, if I'm bringing my child here and 
this is not being addressed by you, wow, what am I paying for? Others responded in straight denial, stating that, you 
know, it wasn't our right to even observe or to try to pick out these, what they called, pick out these signs that their child 
was showing with regards to having additional needs.’’ 
• Post intervention stage: Lack of access to specialist advice 
In cases where children were receiving specialist support, the participants indicated there was insufficient access to 
specialist advice. Participant no. 2 noted: 
‘’The parents couldn’t understand why the specialist could get the child to speak. They thought I was not capable. The 
specialist could teach them strategies but I couldn’t. The parents didn’t understand the role of partners. There was nothing 
more we could have done, as we have done as the policy states. The specialist didn’t like being caught between me and 
the parents, so she left. It wasn’t a three-way partnership.’’ 
 
 
‘Teachers perceived a lack of involvement from parents in meeting their children’s learning needs’ 
 
The participants indicated they sought parental involvement to support children’s learning and development to meet 
EYFS curriculum goals (Department of Education, 2020). However, they encountered some parents who showed very 
little interest or involvement in their children’s nursery life. Participant no. 6 used the term, ‘absent parents’, to describe 
the sets of parents who made contact only towards the end of nursery year. Parents’ ‘apathy’ in children’s education has 
been recorded in a study by Stringer and Hourani (2012) in public primary schools in Abu Dhabi.  

• Parents’ lack of response to calls for engagement in their children’s learning needs 
Participant no. 6 shared: ‘’These parents were absent until when it comes to the last term of (nursery for) their three to 
four-year-olds. I have had some students whose parents I didn't meet until the end of the year. Some of the parents would 
come at the end. If they or if somewhere along the way, they wanted to come and complain, they would bring up the issue 
of ‘My child started acting like this (in) the nursery.’ Right, blaming the nursery? We would, of course, relate somehow, 
‘We wanted to speak to you. This is why emails were sent. This is why text messages were sent. This is why phone calls 
were made – all of which you were unresponsive to. Had you answered and responded, this issue could have been 
addressed beforehand’.’’ 

• Parents’ reluctance for nannies to be involved in meeting their children’s learning needs 
All the participants reported attempts at working with nannies who fetched children to and from the nursery. However, 
the partnership with nannies was limited to reminders on caregiving needs. Nannies are a part of many families in the 
Gulf region and they are usually left in charge of the physical care of children (Roumani, 2016). Although there have 
been recommendations for nannies to be seen as partners in children’s development (Roumani, 2016), the participants felt 
hesitant to discuss issues relating to learning needs or safety with nannies. Some were worried that the messages 
conveyed through nannies might be miscommunicated to parents, as experienced by Participant no. 3: 
‘’Communicating anything via the nannies, uh, is never going to reach the right way. There's always a communication 
gap when you are communicating it to through a third party.’’ 
Participant no. 6, on the other hand, cited privacy as a reason for refraining from sending messages home via the nannies. 
She said: ‘’The parents would find it quite offensive. I am trying to place myself in their shoes. If I had a nanny for my 
child, would I want the nanny to be communicating with the teacher directly? Or would I prefer to communicate with the 
teacher? I would prefer to do that because sometimes the nanny may expose or relate some private matters that I don't 
wish to be shared or the nanny may not relay that information back to me. However, the other side of that is (as a parent), 
I have to be the one that is available to communicate and not cut off all lines of communication.’’ 
The participants more often perceived the absence of parents and the limited partnership with nannies as a daily challenge 
in their work practice. 
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Minor challenges: 
 
Teachers perceived a lack of support from parents in developing healthy eating habits in their children 
 
The participants quoted meal routines as most challenging to work with parents among all the child-rearing practices. 
They found the meals packed from home were often unhealthy and that children were unable to feed themselves 
independently. Healthy eating choices and self-feeding are promoted in the EYFS curriculum under physical 
development (Department of Education, 2020). The curriculum objectives are in line with UAE’s Ministry of Education 
policy on banning junk food in educational settings and recommendations on promoting independence in young children 
in the Gulf region (Roumani, 2005; Rizvi, 2019). The challenge is partly attributed to the prevalence of nannies being 
tasked with caregiving duties, hence, parents are not as involved in their children’s meal routines. The participants shared 
their experiences: 

• Unhealthy meals packed from home 
Participant no. 2 noted: ‘’We are a sugar-free nursery and we need healthier foods, but they (parents) would say, ‘Oh, but 
this is the only food my child will eat’. You send back the food and also make some suggestions. Some get on board. 
Others would just ignore it. A nanny said, ‘I keep saying to Madam but this is what she tells me to do.’ We tried to bring 
it up with them (parents) and they would just say, ‘Oh yeah, it's the nanny that does the lunch box’.’’ 

• Self-feeding habits have not been developed 
Children below the age of three were considered to be too young to be feeding themselves by their parents and nannies, 
according to the participants. They observed that when the children first joined the nursery, they waited for the adults in 
the classroom to feed them, which was an indication of their eating habits at home. Participant no. 6 mentioned that some 
children in her class of two- to three-year-olds were still being ‘bottle fed’ at home.  
When some of the participants approached both parents and nannies to encourage self-feeding in the children, the latter 
gave the impression that the children needed to be fed in order to consume a sufficient amount of food. 
Participant no. 5 said: ‘’I think the parents did struggle a little bit. (Parents said) ‘We tell the children, ‘You can eat by 
yourself’ but then they don't eat, so we feed them.’ I think they were worried that if they don't feed their child, their child 
won't eat.’’ 
Despite the initial challenge, the participants reported that they were eventually able to convince parents after discussing 
the benefits of healthy eating habits. 
 
‘Teachers perceived a lack of acceptance of the play-based learning approach among parents’ 
 
All the participants reported resistance among some parents to the play-based learning approach which is promoted in the 
EYFS curriculum (Department of Education, 2020). They believed that some parents have not bought into the approach 
as they expected their children to receive similar educational experiences as they did in their childhood. It is known that 
expatriate and immigrant parents do not readily embrace the play-based approach in early childhood education (Yahya, 
2016). Similarly, the value of play in children’s learning has only recently been recognized in the Emirati community 
(Al-Qinneh and Abu-Ayyash, 2020). The two aspects of the challenge linked to parents’ attitude towards play-based 
learning approach are: 

• Parents’ preference for a ‘more academic’ approach to learning 
Participant no. 2 noted: ‘’Some parents grew up in different countries and were taught differently from the EYFS 
curriculum. Parents have asked, ‘Why is there so much play? Why are you sending photos of them playing in the sand? 
Why are they not sitting down at the table and learning letters and numbers?’  
• Parents’ preference for a ‘non messy play’ style of learning 
The participants encountered parents who are not keen on messy play. Messy play refers to exploration with sensory 
materials like paint, foam and gloop to develop holistic skills, according to the EYFS curriculum (Department of 
Education, 2020). The participants attributed parents’ resistance to messy play to their desire to preserve children’s attire.  
Participant no. 4 noted: ‘’They put their children in very fancy clothes and I asked them many times, ‘Don’t put on fancy 
clothes’… I'm not going to make them miss the messy play just because they don't want to wear aprons. I told her (the 
parent), ‘Why don't you go to one of those really big supermarkets and get them clothes only for nursery and messy 
play?’ So that was very recent. I hope she will do it after she said, ‘Yeah, I'll do it during the spring holidays.’ So, I'm 
expecting they come next week ready for messy play.’’ 
Despite the initial resistance, the participants reported success eventually in convincing parents about the merits of messy 
play for their children’s development. 
 
Recommendations 
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The outcomes of the study suggest that there needs to be a more proactive approach to partnership working with parents 
who are new to or are not familiar with the EYFS curriculum. The teacher-participants have observed that parents 
displayed a different set of values, beliefs and attitudes from those promoted in the EYFS curriculum. These differences 
have contributed to conflicts, as proposed by the Getzels-Guba model applied to partnership working (Keyes, 2000). The 
conflicts recorded in this study occurred after the enrolment process when the children have started attending nursery. 
Therefore, it is worth considering taking a proactive approach to parent partnership at the enrolment stage. 
 

• Parental engagement at the enrolment stage 
Nursery leaders and teachers could consider initiating discussions around the challenges brought forth in this study when 
parents first enrol their children. It would present an opportunity for the nursery providers to actively listen to and seek to 
understand the perspectives of parents. Through this approach, any differences in the expectations of parents in the care 
and education of their children could be identified and attempted to be resolved. It could be argued that a proactive 
approach could pre-empt challenges or conflicts in partnership working in the areas covered in this study.  
 
Tacking major challenges covered in the study: 
 

• Increasing parental involvement by encouraging parents to act as co-educators 
One reason behind parents’ lack of involvement, as experienced by the teacher-participants, could be that parents do not 
see their role as an educator (Stringer and Hourani, 2012). By encouraging parents to act as co-educators, they are more 
likely to support the development of their children. Therefore, it is recommended that nursery leaders and teachers define 
parents’ role as co-educators and discuss ways they could work in partnership. On the other hand, there is an indication 
that busy, working parents are not as actively involved. This particular challenge could be overcome by establishing 
common ground with parents on ways to maintain a partnership despite a hectic schedule. 
 

• Reviewing access to specialist advice for SEN   
Policy makers who oversee early childhood education in Abu Dhabi could perhaps review the access to specialist advice 
for nurseries which rely on external specialists for assessment and strategies. This is only made possible with the consent 
of parents. Without parents’ involvement, it would be challenging to access specialist advice and gain effective support 
for SEN children, according to the teacher-participants. Easier access to specialist advice is more likely to benefit SEN 
children and their families, as ‘early intervention’ has been known to lead to more successful outcomes for SEN children 
(Gaad, 2019). This point could perhaps be articulated during parental engagement at the enrolment stage. 
 
Tackling minor challenges covered in the study: 
 

• Including nannies as partners in supporting children’s meal routines 
The teacher-participants found that the challenge linked to children’s meal routines arise when the nannies are mainly 
responsible for the caregiving task. Therefore, nannies could be welcomed as a partner at the enrolment stage in an effort 
to promote healthy eating habits in children. Perhaps, in the parent engagement discussions, it could be encouraged for 
nannies, alongside parents, to work with teachers to support children to eat healthy foods, as well as to eat independently 
at home. Involving nannies to increase the quality of caregiving has also been suggested by Roumani (2019). 
 

• Discussing the play-based curriculum approach with parents 
Nursery providers could be recommended to support parents to actively explore and discuss the play-based curriculum 
approach which has also been suggested by Yahya, 2016. The teacher-participants indicated that there have been efforts 
to communicate information on the play-based approach through workshops, however, these workshops have not been 
well attended. Perhaps, the value of the play-based approach could be shared in creative ways such as through recorded 
videos and events (classroom ‘stay and play’ experiences) at the enrolment stage. Apart from increasing parent 
engagement, there should also be an opportunity created for parents to discuss their concerns and seek to clarify their 
doubts. On the other hand, there appears to be specific concerns with regards to the effects of messy play on children’s 
attire and children’s readiness for school in future. Such concerns are worth noting and addressing with parents at the 
enrolment stage. 
 
Further discussion 
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The challenges or conflicts experienced by the participants allude to the effects of policy borrowing in education where a 
curriculum transferred to a different social context is not readily accepted by members of its society. Such cultural 
differences are an important factor for all stakeholders in education to consider in partnership workings. It could be 
proposed that partnership workings are geared towards achieving an equilibrium with regards to the expectations of 
parents and nursery providers.   
This small-scale study with a modest sample size is set in a highly specific social context. While the findings cannot be 
generalised in other parts of the world, they may be transferable to places that feature a similar social context, such as 
Dubai and other emirates which have a similar population make-up and nursery service providers. 
As this exploratory study aims to identify the main or common challenges in parent partnership workings from the 
perspectives of nursery teachers, it does not seek to explain the reasons for the occurrences of the challenges recorded. It 
is therefore recommended for explanatory research to be carried out on the topic to achieve an even deeper 
understanding. Employing the triangulation method by including the perspectives of other stakeholders such as parents 
and nursery leaders in the research could provide a more robust reality of the challenges in partnership workings in the 
given context. Nevertheless, it is hoped that this study would be a precursor for further research on the topic. 
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Appendix 1 

Ethical Conduct 

Several ethical considerations have been taken throughout the study, which received approval from the University of 
Dundee’s ethics committee to be conducted. Ethical considerations are made to ensure neither the participants nor the 
integrity of the study are harmed (Punch, 2006; Sarantakos, 2013; Walliman, 2016).  

• Informed consent 
A detailed explanation of the purpose of the study was provided to every participant, after which they submitted their 
consent in writing. They were informed that their participation is voluntary, they can withdraw from the study at any time 
without any repercussions, and they can report any breach of ethics to the university’s ethics committee. 

• Handling personal data 

With regards to personal data, the participants have been anonymised, their interviews have been stored securely on the 
university’s system that meets the General Data Protection Regulations standards, and they have been informed about the 
data reporting process in this study. Hence, their confidentiality is guaranteed. Protecting the confidentiality of the 
participants encourages them to be more truthful about their lived experiences, producing more reliable findings that bring 
goodness to society (Punch, 2006; Sarantakos, 2013; Walliman, 2016). The ‘goodness’ refers to the possibility of the 
findings of the study being used by stakeholders such as teachers, parents and nursery managers as a starting point for 
reflection on overcoming challenges in parent partnership working for the benefit of young children’s development.  

Documents referred to in this section can be provided upon request. 
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Appendix 2 

Researcher’s Reflective Journal 
Challenge related to working with parents with children who have special educational needs (SEN) 
Date: 11th April 2021 
 
 

I am surprised that the main challenge quoted by the first participant interviewed is SEN. In 
a way, it is a positive sign as it means I have asked an open-ended question and do not know 
the answers to expect. On the other hand, could it be that I have a preconceived notion as to 
what would be the main challenge? I believe I wouldn’t have been surprised if the participant 
had said uninvolved parents, based on preliminary research I have read and experience as 
an educator working in Abu Dhabi. I have to put this bias aside. 
I find the theme of special educational needs interesting. I would like to do a constant 
comparison to investigate whether other participants have experienced a similar challenge. 
I would ask if they have encountered any challenges related to this theme, but only after 
they have already told me all the challenges from their perspective. This is because I don’t 
want to influence their thoughts in any way. 

Date: 20th April 2021 
 
 
 

All the six participants have stories to tell about their experiences with special educational 
needs. It’s interesting that one of the participants did not say outrightly that working with 
parents who have SEN children as a main challenge. However, the participant went on to 
talk about her challenge with such parents at length. It reminds me of the possibility that 
participants’ answers are not always linear and I have to make sense of them (Riessman, 
1993). I clarified with the participant if she considers special educational needs as a main 
challenge and she affirmed it. Hence, it is important to clarify with the participant and not 
assume what she thinks or believes in. 
Based on my work experience and knowledge of the recently introduced inclusive practice 
in Abu Dhabi, therefore parents may not be fully onboard (Gaad, 2019), my presumption 
would be that parents’ denial or reluctance would be the main challenge. 
Putting this bias aside, I found that the challenge is multi-faceted. The two aspects that 
remain a challenge to the participants are:  

• Their role in the partnership is not understood or embraced by parents 
• Not having access to specialist strategies due to restricted access to specialists (e.g. 

speech therapists)  
Noteworthy: Those who have support of their management perceived they are better able to 
cope with the challenge. However, they do not perceive that the challenge has been 
overcome fully. 
By being aware and removing my presumption, I am able to gain a deeper insight on the 
challenge.  

Challenge related to working with parents with different child-rearing practices i.e. toileting, meal times and nap times 
Date: 11th April 2021 
 

As an educator, my biggest challenge in physical care has been promoting healthy meals. I 
wonder whether the participants have experienced a similar challenge. However, I am 
conscious about not letting my bias influence the participants. Hence, after defining physical 
care for them as toileting, meal times and nap times, I will pose an open-ended question 
about which aspect they consider most challenging when working with parents and ask them 
to elaborate.  

Date: 20th April 2021 
 
 

All the six participants cited meal times as the main challenge. Five had similar experiences, 
while one has a dissimilar experience.   
For the majority of participants, I was not surprised when they mentioned unhealthy meals 
being packed for children to bring to the nursery, as I have had a similar experience in the 
past. However, after putting this bias aside, I found that there is a deeper issue linked to meal 
times. The other two aspects to the challenge are: 
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1) The participants observed the children have not cultivated a self-feeding habit (in 
contrast with the EYFS curriculum which promotes independence at an early age) 

2) Meal preparations and feeding routine were taken care by the house maids, 
therefore, it presented a complexity when working in partnership with parents (this 
has been raised as an issue before by Roumani, 2005). 

Noteworthy: These participants said they usually face this challenge when children first 
joined the nursery. They also felt they were able to overcome the challenge over time by 
continuing to work in partnership with both parents and house maids. 
Interestingly, the minority participant who had a different experience said that the only 
problem she encountered during meal times is children’s food containers which are not 
microwaveable friendly. I will reflect this perspective in my analysis report. 

Challenge related to working with parents with different expectations of the academic outcomes of their children  
Date: 11th April 2021 
 

In my experience as an EYFS teacher, I have encountered parents who expected more 
structured, formal learning in the style of primary school settings.  
I am curious to find out if the participants, too, have had a similar experience. However, I 
am careful not to lead them towards the same conclusion, hence, I sent the questions to the 
participants prior to the interview, so they can process the questions and start thinking of 
their own relevant experiences. I also stuck to the research questions during the interview.  
With the first participant interviewed earlier, she was ready to give the answers, saying she 
has reflected upon the question given beforehand. She said she has encountered parents who 
expected more structured, formal learning, which is similar to my past experience. I shall 
carry out constant comparison to find out whether the next participants share similar 
experiences. I will avoid sharing my own experience and simply stick to asking open-ended 
questions, so as to avoid introducing bias into my research. 

Date: 20th April 2021 
 

All the participants said they faced a challenge with parents who have not had experience 
with the EYFS curriculum in this regard: 

• Not being aware of developmentally appropriate practices e.g. building pre-writing 
skills for two-year-olds mean offering play activities where they get to practise 
their fine motor skills.   

The participants’ responses have pushed beyond the limits of my thinking. They have shown 
that it is not about parents expecting ‘primary schooling’ for their children, but it is about 
parents not being aware of developmentally appropriate practices for children in their early 
childhood. This has added richness to my data analysis.  
The participants said they overcame the challenges after they explained the value of active, 
hands-on play to parents.  
Noteworthy: They said the partnership working is more effective when they have direct 
interaction with parents i.e. explaining to parents personally about the value of play, as 
compared to newsletters and workshops. 
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Appendix 3 

The process of thematic analysis 

Transcription of the raw data and familiarisation with the 
transcribed data  
 

Audio recordings of interviews with the teacher-participants were transcribed. The language-rich 
narratives were then read and sought to be understood.  
 

Coding the data 
 

Using the Participant Perspective Code (Vaismoradi, 2016), the common challenges experienced by 
teachers were identified as follows: 
• The transcripts were manually coded by highlighting similar keywords, phrases and expressions used 

by the participants.  
• The codes generated then underwent abstraction to group their shared experiences.   

 
Generating, reviewing and labelling the themes 
 
 
 
 

Interpretations were made by: 
• Framing the code within the Getzels-Guba theoretical framework; 
• Using inductive reasoning to generate the themes. In other words, the common challenges faced by 

the teachers were identified (Braun and Clarke, 2014; Miles, Huberman and Saldana, 2014; 
Vaismoradi et al, 2016). 

In an effort to increase the validity of the findings, these actions were performed (Miles, Huberman and 
Saldana, 2014; Vaismoradi et al, 2016): 
• Member checking: The participants were sought for feedback to determine whether the themes 

represented their perspectives and amendments were made. 
• The themes were compared and contrasted with relevant literature review on challenges in parent 

partnership.  
Finally, the themes were labelled as a sentence to communicate the meanings clearly.  

 
Reporting the findings • The themes have been attempted to be reported in a coherent manner.  

• Relevant quotes from the participants were extracted and displayed as evidence.  
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Appendix 4 

Coding the data 

Participants Supporting children with special educational needs 
 

 Early intervention stage: Lack of support in getting specialist 
assessment  

 

Post intervention stage: Lack of access to specialists to gain 
strategies 
 

P1 
 

(She quoted limited partnership opportunities as a main challenge 
and then went on to give examples which were all related to SEN 
intervention) 
 
I follow the EYFS policy to observe, assess and refer (to specialists). 
 
(Case 1) I observed that a three-and-a-half-year-old child was not 
speaking, not making eye contact, wouldn’t sit during circle time and 
would run way from the class. I had 12 kids in my class and I couldn’t 
manage… 
So I did notice and I arrange meeting with the parents and the thing is 
that the parents didn't 
accept that there is something 
wrong with their child. 
I mean, we didn't say that there is something wrong. 
We said that this is, you know, the behavioural issue. We would like 
them to see, maybe to see the paediatrician, see what they will tell 
you, and I'm sure if they would go to the paediatrician, they would, 
you know, maybe refer them to specialists. 
The nursery, I was working with, they didn't have SENCo. So it was a 
little bit difficult, so the management was not there, so I was the only 
one dealing with this which I didn't have enough knowledge about 
this, you know, how to deal with special education children, what's 
the 
best way to talk to the parents. 
 
(Case 2) I suggested the child sees a paediatrician who might refer her 
to a specialist. The parent didn’t accept it, saying she was just spoilt. 
We do not have a special educational needs coordinator and I didn’t 
have enough knowledge (to support the child). The management was 
not able to intervene. The child was removed from the nursery. I feel 
it is my fault. I couldn’t present the case in the right way. There was 
no support from the management. 
 

(Case 3) A child diagnosed with autism who was seeing a 
specialist for twice weekly therapy sessions)  
When I ask the parents, ‘So what you are doing there?’ I can do 
the same with her. So, the mother said that what they are doing is 
they are asking her to pick up the tissue and put it in the bin. I 
would do the same with the girl, I don't mind, but I didn't 
understand what is their purpose? So, I have now lots of 
questions…there was no partnership between us as a practitioner 
and the specialist. So, there was a big challenge. 
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And then it ended up both of them – the children were withdrawn 
from the nursery. 
I think maybe it was my fault because I couldn't present it the right 
way. Plus, I would say that it was the nursery fault because they didn't 
have the right procedures in place that they couldn't support me. 
Not all the parents are, you know, educated. 
 
 

P2 (She brought up the theme of SEN on her own while speaking about 
parents’ academic expectations)  
 
The nursery follows EYFS practices – observe, assess, refer. 

 
(Case 1) A speech and occupational therapist hired by the parents 
came into the nursery to work with the child.   
 
The parents couldn’t understand why the specialist could get the child 
to speak. They thought I was not capable. The specialist could teach 
them strategies but I couldn’t. The parents didn’t understand the role of 
partners. There was nothing more we could have done, as we have done 
as the policy states. They (parents) said a lot of things about me to the 
specialist. The specialist didn’t like to be caught between me and the 
parents, so she left. It wasn’t a three-way partnership. 
 

(she accessed a therapist as seen under the column on the left)  

P3 
(She was asked if 
she encountered 
any challenges 
in supporting 
SEN children). 
 

Oh, yes, it’s a big challenge. 
 
Some parents refused to disclose (about their child’s condition) out of 
fear that we might treat the child differently or the child won’t get 
accepted by the nursery.  
Some were in denial, some accepted it but they avoided discussing it. 
I was in touch with parents (of a child) for three to four years after the 
child left the nursery. They said if only they had listened when we 
flagged the child’s hyperactive behaviour.  
 
We assess children’s milestones in the first term. If there are red flags, 
then in the second term, we communicate to the management to 
observe the child. The special educational needs coordinator and 
director of the nursery will decide to have a word with the parents and 
try to link them up with a specialist. They will call me in if required. 
In the meantime, I just do what makes the child happy or get my 
assistant to help with the child. 
 

(She has not had the opportunity to work with a SEN child who has 
a specialist)  

P4 (Case 1) Some parents were in denial when their child needs a 
specialist. One child showed hyperactive behaviour. The special 

(Case 3) Parents were disappointed the special educational needs 
coordinator observed her child. The child was already going to 
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(She spoke about 
her challenges 
with parents who 
have SEN 
children without 
being asked). 
 

educational needs coordinator recommended that the child go for a 
professional assessment. Parents never spoke about this. I did my own 
study of the child and tried out some strategies which worked. I 
shared the strategies with the parents but the parents were busy as 
they were both working. They couldn’t try the strategies at home, so 
the child played alone. 
 
(Case 2) Parents of another child were supportive. They connected 
with a therapist and found out he had speech issues before joining the 
nursery. The child progressed. 
 

the therapist for two to three years for speech therapy. The 
parents felt the nursery did not have the right to observe the 
child. If you trust us, you should trust our professional judgment. 
I asked if I could link up to the therapist and talk off the record. 
But they were not forthcoming. 
The management needed to speak more to the parents, that the 
teacher is trying to help your child. 
So, I work closely with the child on a personal basis (own 
initiative). (Example) I help the child with his blowing skills to aid 
speech development).  
 

P5 
(She was asked if 
she encountered 
any challenges 
with parents who 
have SEN 
children) 
 

(She did not experience early intervention). 
 

(Case) I had a child who had developmental delays and their 
parents had taken them for assessments. Because they weren't 
speaking at this child too. He wasn’t speaking any words, yes. 
And their parents shared that their child spent a lot of time at 
home watching TV because the mother told me that she was 
pregnant and she was very tired and she wasn't able to do things 
with her child, so her child spent most of the day in front of the 
TV and as a result, the child wasn't really interacting with people 
at all. So they were going to see a specialist as well as coming to 
nursery. 
But the parents didn't want the nursery in contact with the 
doctors. So the parents would bring us the things that the doctor 
had asked us to do, 
but we didn't actually have contact with with the doctor. The 
parents will come in and say they want to see the child doing this. 
We would set up the activities and see if the child would take 
part in them and we take pictures or videos and send it to the 
parents. 
We asked to be in touch with the specialist and they said no, no, 
we, we, we will tell you what the specialist says and we will 
share the information from you to the specialist right? I don't 
know if it was coming from the parents or if it was coming from 
the specialist. 
 

P6 
(She started the 
interview by 
identifying 
additional needs 
as the main 
challenge).   
 

So far, my biggest challenge is actually multifaceted. It can range 
from cultural differences, language barriers, misconceptions or 
perceptions of what my role is as their child's teacher  
if their child happens to be of additional needs. Their acceptance or 
denial with regards to being informed that they need that their child is 
of additional needs and having a support system or the finances to 
continue to allow their child – to put their child through therapy. 
 

One parent presented a journal that would go to the specialist and 
that she would leave in the bag for me to review. However, if I 
wanted to communicate anything to the specialist, she didn't want 
me to write it in the notebook. Actually, I did write in the 
notebook and the specialist themselves were upset that I had 
written something in the notebook and ask the parents to convey 
to me that if I wanted to know anything to do it through the 
parent. And then the book was specifically for their sessions and 
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(She explained her nursery procedures in identifying SEN – observe, 
assess, refer as per EYFS practices) 
 
I've had some positive receptions and some negative ones.  The 
negative ones were, of course, they were definitely tied to cultural 
differences, misconceptions, or perceptions of how and what exactly 
my role was with regards to their child's development. Because we 
work in the early years, I do notice that a lot of parents don't 
necessarily put emphasis or realize the impact of their child's 
development before they reach the age of three and the need for early 
intervention. Based on what they've said and voiced, their lack of 
understanding 
of what my role exactly was, or the importance of my role in their 
child's development, a lot of them thought that it was kind of like a 
nanny service, you know, I pay and you play with my child all day. 
 
Some of them responded with, well, if I'm bringing my child here and 
this is not being addressed by you, wow, what am I paying for? 
Others responded in straight denial, stating that you know it wasn't 
our right to even observe or to try to pick out these what they called, 
pick out these signs that their child was showing with regards to 
having additional needs. Some of them dismissed the signs and said 
that that was because the child wasn't adjusted or didn't like a 
particular thing, and that they've never seen their child behave that 
way or exhibit that particular action. 
 
There were mixed receptions. Some parents, you know, felt that it 
was a breach of privacy. Or that we were…. That was offensive. 
Others did take it well and realise that hey, you know, the difference 
that the child could have in their development, developmental 
progression, and their academic progression, does really start from 
me. 
 
 

their sessions only, I feel like there it's not just the parents that 
are unaware of the or a lack the 
knowledge of the importance of collaboration between the 
teachers and the specialists. But it's also the specialist who don't 
want to or may not realise the importance of collaborating with 
the teachers or knowing our role or the importance of our role in 
that child's development. 
 

 

Participants 
 

Parental involvement in meeting children’s learning needs 

 Parents’ lack of response to calls for engagement in meeting 
children’s learning needs 

Parents’ reluctance for nannies to participate in meeting children’s 
learning needs 
 

P1 The challenge was I didn't have much opportunity to meet the 
parents. 
You know, so the children 

Like small issues that, like, you know, 
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were picked up by nannies and 
they were dropped off by nannies. 
So whatever we wanted to talk, you know we would have conveyed 
to the 
to nannies, so that they could convey to the parents. 
When there was, you know, some certain issues, you know, that, we 
would, that needed to talk to the parents? We would call them or 
ask them to come to the nursery. 
I mean, if there was, if the child was hurt, let's say really hurt and 
he, I mean the parents need to be informed. That was one of the 
reason we would call the parents immediately. 
The other one was if there was any concern that we thought that we 
need to arrange meeting, to meet the parents. Like any behavioral 
issue. So we would, in this case, we would call the parents.  
For the rest of the parents, where you 
had to communicate through the nannies, you don't see them, you 
know ,so maybe that is kind of like a barrier already. Like, 
conversations could have been had, you know, parents may feel 
comfortable with you if they see you. 
 
‘’We would arrange, you know, someone (referring to a nutritionist) 
to come and talk to the parents, but unfortunately, you know, we 
noticed that almost no one joined the courses. Yeah, I mean some did 
– we expected them to come but not the parents that were targeted.’’ 
 

not having proper snack, you know, this kind of things, we thought 
that it's, you know, we will just tell it to the nanny that they the kids 
need more healthy snacks. 
 

P2 A handful of parents wouldn’t be involved, even if you have put the 
updates on the app, sent a letter and told the nanny.  
For more serious cases, you have to keep phoning them until they 
pick up. For accidents, we don’t just want to give out a form, we 
want to inform parents personally. 
I have good partnership with the parents.  
In the first term, we held a workshop to explain learning through 
play. Not all parents attended. The ones who attended are the ones 
who are already more involved in their children’s education. 
 
 

For small issues, like dress-up days, I will tell the nannies. Only 
one or two parents will allow communication through the nannies. 
 

P3 If I don't see the parent coming and the parent the child is staying 
for the late club, then I will call the parents 
and try to counsel them. 
I've always found that face to face communication is much better 
with the parent. They can see my expression and understand the 
intent behind 
what I'm saying.  

Another challenge (is) communicating anything via the nannies. 
Uh, it is never going to reach the right way. There's always a 
communication gap when you are communicating it to through a 
third party. 
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It is also a matter of trust. So when a parent comes to us in 
September, the parent doesn't know me and now they will try to 
generalize and probably see how the teacher is with the child and it 
takes some time to build the trust. 
I think over a period of a couple of months where the parents realize 
the true intent of the teacher and the genuine concern is where they 
start opening up. And then start reciprocating and 
understanding that. I've also seen so majority of my parents have 
actually taken my advice in up in a very positive manner.  
 
 
 

P4 We don't really see the parents much because nannies – they drop 
off and they pick up (children), so we don't usually see the parents, 
except when when we used to have the concerts. 
With some parents, we don't really see, we don't know who the 
parents are, we just keep them updated with their child's progress 
through the App, through sending pictures to them. But some of 
them they just do not comment. Then some of them, when I ask for 
things, like, the other day,we had to color eggs for Easter, I asked 
each child to get 2 eggs. Some parents just didn't read the message 
which I sent on the app. Some children came to the setting with no 
boiled eggs, so it was a bit sad for them – because of the parents, of 
not seeing the parents. 
(Nanny said) We didn't get, sorry. Apparently, it’s not 
communicated to the nanny. 
For major issues, I keep calling until they respond. I mean, really 
sometimes, they do not pick up their phones but I keep (calling) if it's 
something that I need to communicate. Sometimes when an accident, 
an incident happens, the child fell and he hurt his knee or whatever, 
since I don't see the, I need to inform them on the phone. I just need 
to inform that that you have received an accident report. Please have 
a look at it. Your child is fine, you know he's doing well. I just wanted 
to inform you that he fell and you know, because I know they don't 
check the app, so that's why I called them. 
 

(the time ran out, participant needed to leave, hence follow-up 
questions on working with nannies couldn’t be asked) 
 
 
 
 

P5 It’s a big challenge when you don't see the parents. 
For major issues, I think the parents want to be informed. They 
don't want the child to come home with the nanny and the be 
informed by the nanny  
the child has an accident or something big like that. 
The parents need to be informed by us. So for the nanny is more of 
just a reminder (e.g. dress up days). 

Miscommunication happens most of the time when it's with the 
nanny. The parents don't tend to take a very big role with the 
nursery. So, when you tell them I need something and 
they come back with the same thing, the parents don't seem to be 
very concerned. They need nanny to deal with things in the nursery. 
(Nutella case 1) We had with a child who would constantly bring in 
Nutella in there. 
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Even though you would send a notification maybe by email or on 
the parent app, if the child always came with the nanny, if you 
didn't inform the nanny, the child would not be prepared for us (e.g 
dress up days). 
We did have workshops for parents, 
but they weren't very popular 
On a morning, there will be an area of the nursery for the workshop, 
but only a few parents came and it was the parents who were 
already 
doing these things at home. 
 
 
 

Every time, they brought Nutella in the lunchbox, we would send a 
note home in the lunch box. There was no 
response and they would keep sending it. It went on for a long time. 
We will email the parents, will call the parents. 
It was this lunch box prepared by the nanny. One time the parents 
acknowledge via email saying yes, we want (to talk) by phone. 
The administration managed to get hold of the parents on the phone 
and the parents said yeah we won't put Nutella and lunch box, but 
then after that it did come again. 
(Nutella case 2) There was a child in the nursery who had this 
serious nut allergy. He came with Nutella sandwich. It is packed 
by a nanny. When they (management) contacted parents, the 
parents were very upset. So I think this is not just a challenge for 
teachers, but also for parents as well.  
 

P6 Some children are picked up and dropped by their nannies or the 
bus.  
Parents don’t answer calls or emails for a meeting (to discuss 
child’s progress). They never call you back. It’s like a cat and 
mouse game. 
The parents are absent until the end of the year and they expect the 
children to be school ready. 
They blame the nursery. But they don’t respond to calls or emails. 
This (child’s progress) could have been addressed beforehand.  
 
 
 

Communicate with her (nannies), parents would find it offensive. 
They prefer us to speak to them directly. ‘But you are not around. I 
have no choice but to speak to the nanny.’ 
I’m trying to place myself in their shoes. If I had a nanny for my 
child, would I want the nanny to be communicating with the 
teacher directly? Or would I prefer to communicate with the 
teacher? I would prefer to do that because sometimes the nanny 
may expose or relate some private matters that I don't wish to be 
shared or the nanny may not relay that information back to me. 
However, the other side of that is I (as a parent) have to be the one 
that's available to communicate and not cut off all lines of 
communication.’’ 

 

Participants Supporting children during meal routines 
 Unhealthy meals packed from home 

 
Self-feeding habits have not been developed 
 

P1 Thirty percent of the children will come with, you know, the 
packet muffins, with the chocolate milk, with their sausages.  
We talk to the nannies… ‘ 
… let's say Sarah likes Rice. You know, why don't you try to 
put rice?  ‘When she goes home, she will have proper lunch 
at home.’ 
So that would be the answer sometimes. 
If you don't see any changes, 
you remind them again. I think maybe it's also for the 
convenience to put 
something that's is easy to cook, ready to buy?’ 
Reason from one family, ‘no time to go shopping.’ 

(Children were not feeding themselves independently.)  
The system was like ‘all these (children are) too small for that’, 
It was easy for them (the carers) to just, you know, quickly feed them and 
not to spoil (mess) themselves. They would all the time remind me: ‘We 
didn't do before that.’ But I can see that… the children were so happy to 
carry their lunch boxes and just sit down, you know, and eat. 
Please encourage, you know, at home – they can eat them themselves. 
So ask the parents you know, bring me bibs. 
You know, because they will eat themselves, they get spoiled (messy). Of 
course, the parents were happy 
to send bibs with them. 
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We had a monthly newspaper… they would put their sample 
of proper lunch boxes… I know one of the parents, she came 
to me and said that, ‘You know I don't know what to put (in 
the lunch box).’ Can you see if my child reaches for 
something from all other children? Please let me know, I can 
put in the same’… you know when that parent asked me, I 
was so happy!’ 
 

P2 ‘We are a sugar free nursery and we need healthier foods, but 
they (parents) would say oh, but this is the only food my 
child will eat… you send back the food and also make some 
suggestions… some (parents) get on board, others would just 
ignore it. 
The nanny said, I keep saying to Madam but this is what she 
tells me to do.’… We tried to bring it up with them (parents) 
and they would just say ‘Oh yeah, it's the nanny that does the 
lunchbox.’ 
 

(She did not indicate cultivating children’s self-feeding habit as a challenge). 

P3 There are lots of junk food in children’s boxes. Cupcakes, 
puffs, chocolate pudding as the entire breakfast. The nursery 
plays a huge role – we have a sugar-free policy. Teachers 
gathered and communicated to the leadership team – no 
celebration with birthday cake, instead with fruits.  
Healthy eating is also about food portion. 
Because the child has finished so much (food), the parent 
started becoming more ambitious and started sending a 
bigger size box with a lot of pasta which was humanly not 
possible for a two-year- old to finish. So those were the times 
where we had to actually sit down and explain to the parent 
and try to make them understand that what they're doing is 
not going to be helping the child because the child is under 
constant stress and not enjoying the lunch time. 

At home, the child is watching TV and their mom is feeding and the child 
manages to eat. They expect the child to finish the same amount of food (in 
the nursery). 
So, I've had instances where the parents have come in and discussed, you 
know, why is my child not eating and the child's been eating at home and I've 
been feeding, so if you can feed? Although it's difficult when you're managing 
a class of about 15 to 18 children to be going around feeding, we’ve still done 
the bit. 
EYFS encourages children to be independent. So first, as you know, they are 
free to have their own choices. Second, if a child is hungry, the child will eat. 
If you feed the child, it's not going to help. It's not going to help to promote 
independence. The child has to be encouraged to eat by himself. 

P4 (please see ‘Other responses’) 
 
P5 (She did not indicate unhealthy meals posed a challenge) EYFS promotes independence. 

We spoke to the parents and 
said please try to encourage them 
to feed themselves at home because in the nursery we have a classroom of 
15 children and we're trying to encourage all of the children to eat by 
themselves. When they are put in the school, 
they're not going to have any 
assistance in eating or doing 
things like that for themselves, 
so we need to encourage them 
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to do this alone. 
The parents were really supportive. I think the parents did struggle a little 
bit. (Parents tell their children) , ‘You can eat by yourself,’ but then they 
don't eat, so we feed them.’ I think they were worried that if they don't feed 
their child, their child won't eat. 
I spoke to them about what 
we were doing in the classroom and told them that,you know,  you can try 
this at home. Help them to hold the spoon by 
themselves and offer them some kind of praise or reward if they finish by 
themselves. 
They did try to use (the strategies) at home and the child 
is become more independent. 
After I think one term of being 
in the nursery, we didn't have to  
sit next to them anymore. 
Then come that's next term and 
they would just sit down and they 
would eat their food. 
 

P6 Most of the time, I can overcome these challenges. 
Some children would bring in nutella sandwiches and 
cupcakes. I had in-depth conversations with parents about 
healthier options. They didn’t know their child would eat 
them. I asked them to give their child a variety of foods to 
choose from.  
 

I work with two to three (year olds). So a lot of the times children are still 
being bottle fed, as in supplements to a meal. The child is not given the 
opportunity to carry out self-care practices at such as feeding themselves or 
choosing what they want to eat from a variety of foods. 
 

 

Participants Developing children through the play-based learning approach 
 

 Parents’ preference for a ‘more academic’ learning approach 
 

Parents’ preference for ‘non messy play’ style of learning 

P1 Obviously EYFS says learn through play. Yes, so parents 
have a different perception. Perhaps they want more formal 
learning. Play is not learning (to them). 
With the one, just one to two years old, they would expect us 
to, you know, to do with them the ABC. 
They wouldn't say the Jolly phonics, but they would say that 
the ABC.  
We say we do the colours and the numbers. But we do it 
through play, through games. They (parents) say, ‘They play 
at home. We want them to learning something (in the 
nursery).’ 

You can see some of the girls come so well dressed, you know with this 
puffy dress is so beautiful, so bright, so white and then expensive as well. 
Yes, of course and how you can expose them to go and play with them. 
Oh, you know, if things (dirt) get on their in their dresses, they wanted 
(them) to be washed out,  
We said that, you know, we do lots of messy play, so we can’t just ask her 
to stand back not to do it. 
We want them to wear something, you know they can run, they can climb, 
they can jump. You know they will get messy. And yeah, it worked 
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Maybe (parents’) lack of knowledge. But if you explain to 
them, they would, definitely, I mean in my case, 
they would accept. 
 

P2 Some parents grew up in different countries and were taught 
differently from the EYFS curriculum. 
Parents have asked, why is there so much play? Why are you 
sending photos of them playing in the sand? Why are they not 
sitting down at the table and learning letters and numbers? 
Well, the 2 to 3-year-olds can’t read numbers 1 to 10 yet.  
Some expect their children (who are learning English as a 
second or additional language) to learn English faster. 
 

(when asked, she did not perceive messy play to pose a challenge) 
 
. 
 

P3 There was a set of parents who said their children have learnt 
nothing, only playing. I explained the EYFS curriculum to 
them, about writing letters and numbers. (For example), the 
hands of two-year-olds. Their bones are not strong. Muscles 
need to be strengthened. It’s lots of counselling for parents. I 
never had British parents asking about the EYFS curriculum. 
Only parents whose home country is different (from the UK). 
 

(when asked, she did not perceive messy play to pose a challenge) 

P4 (when asked about literacy and maths learning, she indicated 
messy play was a challenge for her and continued elaborating 
on it)   

The children need to be messy. You know, messy play, how good it is for 
holistic support. 
So sometimes the children,even if you put aprons, they still get messy. But 
parents don't understand that it's fine for your child to be messy. They put 
their children  
in very fancy clothes and I asked them many times, 
don't put fancy clothes because even if we make the put on the apron, 
some children, they totally refused to wear aprons. I'm not going to make 
them miss 
the messy play because they don't want to wear aprons. 
We usually change their shirt or their clothes at the setting. But we do 
send, send those dirty clothes home for them to wash. So when you 
explain to the parents, 
you know, that they need to get messy to learn. 
If they're worried about their clothes, don't put them in fancy clothes, This 
is just trying to work with parents, 
isn't it? By communicating this to parents. 
Some followed my recommendations. Some of them – they kept wearing 
their fancy clothes but because I explained to them how important it is for 
the children to be messy. They just accepted it and they don't mind their 
designer clothes to get dirty. 
(Case) Actually I have a parent who is an educator. I believe she knows 
how important for the children to be messy. But she still puts designer 
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clothes for their child. And she complains that their clothes are coming 
dirty and those twins, they totally refused to put their aprons on. So I told 
her I understand your children only wear designer clothes. But you know 
what? Why don't you go to one of those really big supermarkets? Get 
them clothes from those supermarkets, only for nursery and messy play. 
She was, like, defending, but yeah, they only wear nice clothes. I said, 
yeah but for the setting, it's fine to just let them wear whatever old clothes, 
wear anything they need to learn and it will support you and help your 
children. 
So that was very recent. I hope she will do it after she said, yeah, I'll do it 
during the spring holidays. So, I'm expecting they come next week all 
ready for messy play. 
 
 

P5 When the nursery stopped the worksheets so that we were 
actually following the EYFS, parents would still come in, 
they would say where are worksheets at the end of the week? 
We say, we don't do worksheets anymore. (Parents would 
ask), Why don't you do worksheets anymore? What are the 
children learning? 
So, when we had the parent app we would take pictures of 
the children. 
You know, doing water (painting) on the chalkboard. 
They've drawn this and you would write down what the child 
has said. I think parents like to see that photos and video 
evidence that the children are learning to play, isn't it? 
 
(Case) Mum was a teacher of 10 to 11-year-olds in 
Australian curriculum). She asked for a meeting. When I 
spoke to her on the phone, she was very concerned the child 
wasn't making progress and her child didn't know the letters 
of the alphabet.   
(n the EYFS, we only use the sounds, the sound the letter 
makes when you use it in a word. That's how we teach 
letters.  
I sent home the partnership booklet for her to look through 
and see things that they could do at home. And then she's 
very happy. I think when the parents have the information, 
they know what progress the child is making and they can 
see us, then they're very happy. 
. 

The parents already knew right from the start that the children will be 
messy. I expressed that to them in my initial meeting with him that their 
child is going to have messy days, 
but ‘the messier, the happier’ is my model. And just expect that those days 
that we had to change them because they were messy that they're going to 
sleep really well that night.  OK, that's kind of my trade offer. 
Oh, really yeah, 'cause they used a lot of cognition, a lot of physical in that 
play, and they're gonna be exhausted, maybe? 
Exactly, you preempt, you know that there might be 
an issue with messy clothes, so you pretend that the children will get 
messy and that you know they might have to change their clothes or they 
might wear their apron. 
Sometimes, some children don't want to wear aprons,  Or sometimes the 
aprons, they get dirty, so you preempt that, yeah? 
Sometimes it's not even an issue of the clothes being messy, it's a why 
does my child change clothes? 
Some parents are concerned, you know, with privacy that their child's 
clothes were changed outside of the home. So this another aspect that we 
have to, you know, spell or to explain to them, okay, this is our 
procedures, this is how we do, what we do and this is why we do it that 
way. 

P6 
 

Parents have unrealistic expectations for the age and stage of 
development of their child. 

We sent pictures capturing the child’s happiness when they are engaged in 
the play. I say, the messier they are, the happier they are, they will sleep 
well that night. It worked. 
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They want their children (2 to 3-year-olds) to know their 
ABCs and numbers. The children are barely able to form a 
verbal sentence. Their fine motor skills are weak. 
I showed the EYFS document to parents as evidence of how 
children learn through play. How they need gross motor 
skills for writing. I give suggestions to parents on what they 
can try at home.  
I think there’s also competitiveness among parents – ‘How 
come your child can’t do this yet?’ 
I say to parents, ‘Next time someone says that, tell them this 
(EYFS guidance). You are more than welcome to talk to me, 
no matter how small. It can impact a child’s development.’ 
 

We ask for extra clothing and just change the children before they go 
home. 
 

 

  

243 / 247



 

 

Appendix 5 

1) Theme linked to Special Educational Needs (SEN) 

 

 

  

Coding the data 

Participants cited: 

• Working with parents of SEN 
children as a ‘major challenge’; 

• Stemming from a ‘lack of 
support’ from parents in 
acquiring SEN strategies to 
support their children effectively 
in the classroom; 

• Due to a ‘lack of access’ to 
specialist assessment and/or 
advice. One participant quoted an 
absence of a ‘three-way 
partnership’ between parents, 
teachers and specialists. 

 

 

 

 

Generating the theme 

Interpreted within Getzels-Guba 
framework using inductive reasoning: 

• Participants expected parents to 
collaborate in acquiring SEN 
strategies or specialist advice 
which is promoted in the EYFS 
curriculum. 

(Member checking was performed to 
increase validity) 

Reviewed within relevant literature: 

• Some parents may have yet to 
embrace inclusive ways of 
working, which includes 
collaborating with teachers and 
specialists. Inclusion, which 
encompasses SEN, is a fairly 
recent development in the UAE.  
 
 

Labeling the theme 

The challenge in partnership 
working: 

‘Teachers perceived a lack of 
collaboration from parents in 

supporting their SEN children.’ 
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2) Theme linked to Parental Involvement 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Coding the data 

Participants cited: 

• Working to get parents more 
involved in their children’s 
nursery life as a ‘major 
challenge’.  

• There are two aspects to the 
challenge: 
- Parents’ lack of response to 

calls for engagement to meet 
their children’s learning 
needs 

- Parents’ reluctance to have 
nannies participate in 
meeting their children’s 
learning needs .* 

*Participants quoted seeing the 
nannies more often than parents. 

 

 

 

Generating the theme 

Interpreted within Getzels-Guba 
framework using inductive reasoning: 

• Participants expected parents to 
be involved in meeting their 
children’s learning needs, which 
is promoted in the EYFS 
curriculum. 

(Member checking was performed to 
increase validity) 

Reviewed within relevant literature: 

• There is parental involvement 
‘apathy’. Some parents view 
education as a responsibility 
belonging to the teachers. 
 
 

 

 

Labeling the theme 

The challenge in partnership 
working: 

‘Teachers perceived a lack of 
involvement from parents in 

meeting their children’s learning 
needs.’ 
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3) Theme linked to Meal Routines 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Coding the data 

Participants cited: 

• Working with parents in 
developing children’s healthy 
eating habits as a ‘minor 
challenge’.  

• There are two aspects to the 
challenge: 
- A ‘lack of healthy food’ 

packed from home.* 
- A ‘lack of independence’ in 

children in terms of feeding 
themselves.* 

*Participants defined these aspects 
based on the physical and emotional 
health of children. 

• Participants noted the 
responsibility for children’s meal 
routines at home were often 
assigned to nannies.  

 

Generating the theme 

Interpreted within Getzels-Guba 
framework using inductive reasoning: 

• Participants expected parents to 
support children in developing 
healthy eating habits, which is 
promoted in the EYFS 
curriculum. 

(Member checking was performed to 
increase validity) 

Reviewed within relevant literature: 

• There is a prevalence of junk food 
culture. Caregiving duties, 
including meal routines, are often 
left to the nannies, who tend to 
feed the children.  
 
 
 

 

Labeling the theme 

The challenge in partnership 
working: 

‘Teachers perceived a lack of 
support from parents in 

developing healthy eating habits 
in their children.’  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

246 / 247



4) Theme linked to the Play-Based Learning Approach 
 
 

 
Coding the data 

Participants cited: 

• Working with parents in 
promoting learning through play 
as a ‘minor challenge’.  

• There are two aspects to the 
challenge: 
- Parents’ preference for a 

‘more academic’ approach to 
learning  

- Parents’ preference for a 
‘non messy play’ style of 
learning 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Generating the theme 

Interpreted within Getzels-Guba 
framework using inductive reasoning: 

• Participants expected parents to 
accept the play-based learning 
approach promoted in the EYFS 
curriculum 

(Member checking was performed to 
increase validity) 

Reviewed within relevant literature: 

• Some parents who have not been 
exposed to the EYFS curriculum 
or come from a culturally 
different background do not 
readily embrace the play-based 
learning approach. 
 
 
 

 

Labeling the theme 

The challenge in partnership 
working: 

‘Teachers perceived a lack of 
acceptance of the play-based 

learning approach among 
parents.’ 
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