“We care about our nursery
and each other..

Settings need to pay
close attention to the
environment in which
their children are cared
for to support their
emotional wellbeing,
says Cath Hunter..
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labelling boxes with pictures of equipment. She
agreed to this and immediately noticed a change
- both in how she felt and the childrens
behaviour; as she was feeling more in control of
her environment, the children’s anxiety levels
decreased.

Preparing for change

It is a good idea to warn children in advance of
any changes to the physical environment - for
example, a change of display or an area being
moved - as even young children can feel
anxious and unsettled by this. It is also important
to explain why the changes are occurring, using
appropriate language for their age and stage of
development. For example, “The wall is being
knocked down so we can have a bigger play
area.” These changes might also include new
toys appearing or old ones disappearing, as
children may have become attached to things
that we think are old and in need of replacing.
Remember the bedraggled favourite teddy with
one eye missing that you still love, even though
it may now live in a box in the loft?

You should encourage children to have
responsibility for taking care of their nursery, too.
[t is important to involve them as it is their space,
and the more comfortable they feel, the easier it
will be to ensure that they feel more settled and
secure. Even very young children can be given
jobs and roles, which will build confidence and
self-esteem, along with a sense of belonging. It
gives children the message ‘we care about our
nursery and each other’. Nursery staff can
explain and demonstrate to children how to
care for things, and should ensure they do not
make assumptions that children know or have
experience in how to do this.

Children should also be involved in choosing
themes for displays around nursery, and
eqguipment and resources, if appropriate, to
reinforce their sense of belonging and ensure
they feel that their views are important.

Self-awareness

Encouraging staff in nursery to name and
express their feelings appropriately is an
effective way of helping children to learn to do
the same. When an adult is able to share their
feelings in an open, honest and appropriate way
with a child, it gives them permission to do the
same and creates a more positive atmosphere
for everyone. It provides a positive experience of
articulating feelings, and validates the experience
of having them.

The verbal and non-verbal communication
that happens between members of staff will be
noticed by the children and responded to. For
example, a child who notices that a worker
always looks unhappy may try to cheer them
up, or avoid them altogether for fear of upsetting

them. A worker who often appears stressed or
anxious may communicate that in the way in
which they respond to the children. This can
increase the likelihood of the children feeling
stressed and anxious, and create an emotionally
unhealthy environment for staff and children.

When nursery staff are able to identify the
possible feelings that may be evoked in
situations and acknowledge this to the children,
a deeper understanding and increased self-
regulation occurs. For example, ‘I can see you
look cross that you are having to wait for me to
start reading the story”. The increased
awareness and use of this approach by all staff
will enable the process to be understood and
used by both adults and children.
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Using the environment
What the children see around them can provide
powerful messages about being cared for. Walls
that are bright and colourful or displays that a
changed regularly, rather than tatty and fac
suggest a setting that is looked after and v
Itis important to provide displays withan &
emotional focus, for example, displays showing
feelings faces, perhaps with images next to them
- maybe a child looking sad when they drop
their ice cream on the floor, or angry when
another child takes a toy from them. These
displays can be integrated into the daily routine
as a way of ensuring that emotional vocabulary
is used on a daily basis. For example, “Let’s see if
we can all find the picture where the boy looks
sad. Why is he sad? Can anyone think of any
other times when we may feel sad?”

Depending on their experiences and level of
emotional development, from about the age of -
three children are often able to identify with the
feelings. However, they need an adult to help
them not to feel scared or overwhelmed by
them. There are many opportunities within the
nursery day to do this. Activities such as a
feelings board with faces showing
happy/sad/cross/scared and an arrow in the
middle can be used at regular intervals to check:
how children are feeling, and to enable them to
develop self-awareness. For example, “We were
going to play outside but because it is raining
heavily we have to stay inside. | wonder how
that makes us feel?” The use of faces to
demonstrate the feelings can help children
identify with their own feelings. e

Regular discussions about feelings, along
efforts to ensure that your setting is clean a
organised, will result in a more emotionally
secure environment for everyone who uses
setting. |

Cath Hunter is a therapeutic consultant, t ‘
play therapist and supervisor. Visit
therapeuticfamilyinterventions.co.uk
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