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INTRODUCTION
This guide will help you reflect on the

environments and relationships within your

program to better support children and their

behaviours. The activities found throughout this

document can be completed independently or as

a group depending on the needs of your program

and staff. 

Supporting children’s behaviour requires planning,

care, and attention well before a child’s behaviour

occurs. To understand the elements that shape

proactive support, we use the concept of a

learning ecosystem. Ecosystems are dynamic and  

constantly changing to meet the needs of those

who inhabit them. Enhancing the learning

ecosystem means supporting social emotional

learning within our programs. This, in turn,

promotes behaviours that enrich our

communities such as:

• Respect for others;

• Empathy;

• Increased capacity for collaboration,

communication, and negotiation;

• Increased autonomy and independence;

• Conflict resolution; and

• Increased capacity for learning and creativity.

This guide serves as a tool to begin building your

learning ecosystem to support children and all of

their behaviours.
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Building and  
Strengthening
Relationships 

The purpose of this section is to
enhance the relationships we have  
with:

          • Ourselves

          • The children in our care

          • Families and community   

          partners                                

          • Colleagues

Relationships are the first key piece of the

learning ecosystem. When we think about

relationships, we can consider those we have

with ourselves, the children in our care, their

families, and the communities we work with.

Maintaining and modelling unconditional

positive regard (valuing someone for who they

are regardless of the behaviours they display) for

all members of our ecosystems is vital to

ensuring everyone feels safe, soothed, secure,

and seen. 

Relationships surrounding or in connection with

children affect their behaviour. The activities in

the next several pages can help enhance the

relationships within your program, and they can

be repeated over time to strengthen those

bonds. These are common strategies that can be

used as a starting point, but every program will

have different needs.

Estimated Time: 15 mins for

each activity
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The following prompts can be responded to in any way you choose (e.g., writing,

drawing, colouring, voice recording, movement). Complete one or two of these when

you need a quiet moment to reflect and connect with yourself. You can record your

responses on the next page.

Prompts:

 Name three things that you are thankful for today.1.

 Make a list of the things that are most beautiful to you.2.

 What are three things that you have learned this week?3.

 Write down any stressors you currently have. How can those be lessened? Who can

support you during these times?

4.

 What is something you are looking forward to this week?5.

 Name five things you love about yourself. 6.

 Describe how your body feels right now.7.

 What makes you feel loved or appreciated?8.

 When do you feel the most like yourself?9.

 What are five things you are really good at?10.

 List three areas you would like to show growth in. How do you plan to improve in  these

areas?

11.

 What does your perfect day look like?12.

 Name four things you enjoy doing. 13.

 List three people you look up to. What features about them do you admire?14.

 What do you need most right now?15.

Relationship with Ourselves
Caring for and educating children in their early years is a complex role that requires a lot of

energy, and at times, it can be distressing. The early years are a time for children to learn

social-emotional and regulation skills, and one of the best ways for children to learn is

through strong and secure relationships with adults who model those skills. Your own

regulation skills are important tools for supporting the children in your care. Therefore,

nurturing the relationship you have with yourself is important to stay connected to

yourself. 

Practising Mindfulness
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Below is a list of activities to do with a child in your care. They may be done one-on-one

or with a group and can take as long as you wish. These activities were incorporated

specifically because they allow us to learn more about children’s regulation skills and

teach how to regulate when a stressor arises. If the child wishes, you can cut out the

cards on the next page and select one at random to complete together.

Activities

 1. Decorate a Cool Down Corner. This can help the child feel control of their space, and they will be

more familiar with the items that can be found there when needed.

2. Create a sensory toy (e.g., balloon filled with sand, bracelet with beads, water bottle filled with

glitter, homemade dough, Ziploc bag filled with shaving cream). Teach how to use these toys and

when we might need them.

3. Move your body. This can be done through yoga, running in place, jumping jacks, or going on a walk.

Many children need to perform big movements often to stay regulated. Teach them which

movements are safe to do in each part of your space.

4. Read a book about emotions. 

5. Explore a sensory bin. Talk about why we have sensory bins and when we may need to use them.

6. Practise making expressions that show feelings. This can also be done through an art project (e.g.,

drawing faces).

7. Practise breathing techniques. Some techniques include Box Breathing, Pursed Lip Breathing, and

Lion’s Breath. Explain why we do this and how important it is to breathe when we are dysregulated.

8. Listen to music. 

9. Put a puzzle together.

10. Go outside. 

11. Practise counting to 10. Explain how we can count to 10 the next time we feel dysregulated.

12. Eat breakfast or lunch together. Eating times can cause stress for some children. Observe what

may cause dysregulation for a child during these periods. 

13. Play their favourite game. Observe what they enjoy most about this game. It could be helpful to

adapt the key features of this game into other areas of your program.

Spending Quality Time

Relationships with the Children in Our Care
Bonding with children in our care is vital to establish behaviour baselines. What are

expected behaviours for the child, and what triggers the child to exhibit behaviours that

challenge us? To gain this understanding, we must first connect with the child in

meaningful ways.
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Decorate a Cool

Down Corner

Move your body

Practise making

expressions that

show feelings

Listen to music

Go outside

Eat breakfast or

lunch together

Create a sensory

toy

Explore a sensory

bin

Practise breathing

techniques 

Put a puzzle

together

Practise counting

to ten

Play a favourite

game
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We often ask families to fill out forms like All About My Child, but we do not often learn

much about the family members themselves. The following questions are a starting point

for helping us learn more about the children’s families. The more we get to know families,

the stronger our relationship with them becomes. For example, when we notice a family

member is stressed, we might surprise them with their favourite snack or a note of

gratitude.

An alternative approach to this activity is a phone call or in-person meeting. Then, you can

ask them these questions yourself and document their answers or even come up with more

questions! These prompts may also be helpful when meeting a family member for the first

time.

Expressing Gratitude

1. What is your name? 

2. What is your relationship to the child?

3. When is your birthday?

4. What is your favourite thing to do with your child?

5. What are your favourite snacks?

6. What about your child makes you the most proud?

7. What do you need in times of stress?

8. How do you like to receive compliments or words of affirmation?

9. How do you prefer to communicate (e.g., email, text, phone call, in person)?

10. What is one fun fact about you?

Relationships with Families and Community 
Partners

Prompts

To build strong relationships with the children in their care, educators can also get to know the

people who are most familiar with them—their families. These relationships have a direct

impact on how we approach and respond to behaviours that challenge us. When child care

educators and families work in collaboration to determine their expectations for the child while

they are in the program, we ensure strong relationships form and are maintained.

The following activity can help you build stronger relationships with children’s families and

community partners such as Elders, SCD or ASCD consultants, occupational therapists, or

speech and language pathologists.
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1.  What is your name? 

2. What is your relationship to the child? 

3. When is your birthday?

4. What is your favourite thing to do with your child? 

5. What are your favourite snacks?

 

6. What are you most proud of your child for? 

7. What do you need in times of stress? 

8. How do you like receive compliments of words of affirmation? 

9. How do you prefer to communicate (e.g., email, text, phone call, in person)? 

10. What is one fun fact about you?

 

All About Your Child YOU!
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Relationship with Colleagues
Strong, trust-based relationships within the program are effective, especially during

stressful situations (such as when children exhibit behaviours that challenge us). Children

form relationships based on what has been modeled for them. For example, a child whose

caregivers display positive forms of communication will form relationships using those

same techniques. Staff members can work together to build and model healthy

relationships in the program.

Sometimes, we do not explicitly state how we plan to treat others or how we like to be

treated in the workplace. A great way to do this is by creating a Team Agreement! This

should be done together as a team, and one person will need to act as the facilitator for

this activity. 

You will need: anchor chart paper, markers, and scratch paper. 

The facilitator of this activity should explain that this agreement is intended to set shared

expectations for one another. Then, display or read out all four of the questions below,

giving time for each team member to think of and write down their answer. 

Once finished, the facilitator will read Question 1 aloud. Go around the room and ask for

each person’s top answer. Then, write it on the anchor chart. Optionally, if a word is

repeated, you can add a checkmark for each time it is shared. The facilitator will repeat

this process with each of the remaining questions.

Next, as a group, pick the top three most important words from the list and work together

to create a shared definition of that word. (e.g., What does it mean to be respectful? How

will we show one another that we are being respectful? )

After all answers have been recorded, hang it up in a spot where it can be seen daily.

Optionally, you can add the team members names to the agreement, or they can write

their names themselves. Refer to it for reminders on how colleagues would like to be

treated in the program. An example of a Team Agreement can be found on the next page.

Team Agreement

1. How do you want to be treated by managers or other program leaders?

2. How do you want to be treated by each other?

3. How do you think managers or other program leaders want to be treated?

4. How do you want to treat each other if conflict arises?
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Example Team Agreement

Respectful
We commit to treating every team member and child with dignity and honour. We will actively

listen to one another, value different perspectives, and appreciate the uniqueness that each

of us brings to the team. Respect means embracing diversity and practising empathy.

Kind
Prepared
Collaborative 
Accountable

Patient
We recognize that our work can be challenging at times. We pledge to be patient, both with

the little ones in our care and with each other. Patience helps us build a more understanding

and harmonious workplace. 

Fair
Active Listening
Honest

Humble
Valued

We pledge to be truthful and transparent in our actions and interactions. Honesty is the

cornerstone of trust within our team and with the children in our care. We commit to owning

our mistakes, sharing information openly, and maintaining the highest ethical standards. 

Sara
Ahmed

Trevor Taylor
Sky

Roberto
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Designing Inclusive 
Environments

The purpose of this section is to

reflect on your:

          • Physical,

          • Social-Emotional, and

          • Sensory Environments to                                      

          support children and their 

          behaviours.  

Strong relationships are crucial in a child’s early

years, and creating a holistic learning ecosystem

involves another key component: thoughtfully

designed environments. This includes developing

physical, sensory, and social-emotional programs

that are responsive to children’s evolving needs

and abilities.

The following pages provide an overview of some

key elements within the environments of an

inclusive learning ecosystem. These will allow you

to quickly determine where your centre is likely

supporting children and their behaviours

effectively and which areas may need your

attention.

Please note that the following pages do not list all

components of an inclusive learning ecosystem.

These are common elements that can be used as

a starting point, but every program will have

different needs. Therefore, use the following

pages as a tool to implement new ideas or adapt

your program to better suit the needs of the

children in your care.

Estimated Time: 15 mins for

each activity
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Components of an Inclusive Environment
The following diagram shows how elements of a child care program can interact with one

another. Consider if there is anything in your program that can be added in the sections

below. Then, turn to the next page to see how these elements may look in an outdoor

environment.

Physical

Social-Emotional

Sensory

Open, accessible space

         for easy maneuvering.

Indoor and outdoor play

areas.

Sensory toys may

include sand, water,

clay, beads, etc.

Time is taken during

the day for fine and 

Routines are in place.

Children have time to socialize with one another.

A sense of belonging and identity exploration is

fostered through unconditional positive regard

for all children. 

Items placed at

children’s eye level.

Children are taught what 

        emotions may feel like 

        (e.g., sadness may 

         make you feel like 

           crying). Visual and tactile

aids.

Variety of

developmentally

appropriate toys.

Space for 

         children to take 

          a break when 

            needed. 

Natural lighting. 

Spaces for quiet

and loud play.

Comfortable 

        temperatures. 

Books and toys that

teach emotions.

Time is taken during

the week to discuss

emotions and how to

be respectful to one

another.

Scent-free.

gross motor movement.
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Components of an Inclusive Environment: 
Outdoors

Shown below is an example of an outdoor environment. See the legend on the next page to

find out more about how each environmental component can impact children and their

behaviours. 
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Number Environmental
Component Impact on Behaviour

1. Space to

move

Physical, 

Sensory

When children can access the area independently

without encountering obstacles, this can limit

access-related stressors.

2. Open-

ended play

elements 

Physical,

Sensory

Allowing children to use their imaginations can help

them explore their sensory needs and feel more in

control of their play.

3. Play

structures

for gross

motor

movement

Physical, 

Sensory

Many children feel most regulated when they can

move their bodies. This provides sensory

stimulation. Playing on structures like these can

help them feel calm, alert, and ready to learn during

other parts of the day.

4. Greenery

and natural

elements

Physical,

Sensory, 

Social-Emotional

Nature helps us regulate our emotions. Children

who are exposed to natural elements like trees,

flowers, dirt, sand, and rain can explore sensory

input and emotional regulation techniques.

5.

Imaginative

play

elements 

Physical,

Social-Emotional 

Imaginative play elements like toy kitchens,

houses, or small tools can help children learn to

work together and cooperate with one another.

6. Solitary

play

elements

Physical,

Sensory,

Social-Emotional

Some children feel overwhelmed by outdoor group

play. Having toys they can use independently can

help them stay regulated and seek out the specific

sensory needs they crave.

7.

Collaborative

play

elements

Physical,

Social-Emotional 

When children have spaces they can use to work

together, there are more opportunities to learn

empathy, collaboration skills, and active listening

techniques.

Components of an Inclusive Environment:
Outdoors
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Components of an Inclusive Environment:
Indoors

Shown below is an example of an indoor play environment. See the legend below and on the

next page to find out more about how each component can impact children’s behaviours. 

Number Environmental
Component Impact on Behaviour

1. Space to

move

Physical, 

Sensory

When the indoor space is open and free of obstacles,

children will be able to access the area independently,

which can limit accessibility-related stressors.

2. Teacher-

led

instruction

area 

Physical,

Sensory,

Social-Emotional

These areas are excellent ways to teach children social

emotional skills by reading books, singing songs, dancing,

or playing pretend. This can help children learn how to

name their feelings and stressors before they behave in

ways that may be unsafe or challenging to us.
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Number Environment Impact on Behaviour

3. Variety of

play elements

for fine and

gross motor

movement

Physical, 

Sensory

Having a variety of play elements for gross and fine

motor movements, group and individual play, and the

unique developmental needs of each child allows them

to explore their sensory needs and challenge

themselves where appropriate.

4. Culturally

safe visual

elements

Physical, 

Social-Emotional

Children who feel welcomed and included in their

programs are less likely to behave in ways that challenge

us. Include visual elements (e.g., artwork, posters,

books) that celebrate all cultures. 

5. Visual

elements are

at children’s

lines of sight

Physical,

Social-Emotional 

Tools like visual timers, schedules, and program rules can

be placed where children can see them. This allows them

to refer to each visual as needed (e.g., knowing how

much longer they have for play time). 

6. Natural

light

Physical,

Sensory
Using natural light, when possible, helps children

who feel overwhelmed by artificial overhead

lighting. For children who need more light

stimulation, consider lamps or string lights. 

7. Cool down

corner

Physical,

Sensory,

Social-Emotional 

When children get dysregulated, having somewhere

to turn to helps them regulate. Designating an area

of the room for returning to baseline can help

prevent behaviours that challenge us. 

8.

Designated

play spaces 

Physical,

Sensory,

Social-Emotional

Toys placed in easy-to-reach places foster

children’s independence. In addition, keeping certain

spaces for specific play can reduce behaviours that

challenge us (e.g., space for group, independent,

pretend, fine motor, or gross motor play).

Components of an Inclusive Environment: 
Indoors
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Make Your Own Environment 
Use the spaces below to draw your indoor and outdoor environments. Then, list and colour-

code the components that enhance the physical, sensory, and social-emotional environment

for the children in your care.

Outdoors
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Indoors
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