
 
 
Practical Advice for Families in Lockdown 

 

Introduction: 

As we find ourselves commencing another week indoors with our families, as parents, we face a 
multitude of challenges. Home schooling older children, engaging with our young children and 
babies, working from home and the added pressure of potential health and financial concerns makes 
for a boiling pot of emotions in many households. As a setting, we felt this an appropriate time to 
reflect on our practices in nursery to provide some reassurance to our families as we navigate our 
way through the ‘new normal.’ 

Lots of parents have got in touch with us to ask for some advice in the following areas, I hope 
you will find this helpful. 

The most important thing to know is there is no right or wrong, it is about finding a way that works 
for you and your family. Every family looks different, and sharing understanding and practicing 
kindness are the most important things to hold on to while our lives are temporarily disrupted. I hope 
you had time to read the ‘surviving lockdown blog’ last week which focused on principles of 
wellbeing and how we can find many positives throughout this challenging time. 

Realistic expectations: 

‘Comparison is the thief of joy’ were very wise words once shared by Michelle Gant. I think at this 
time these words are even more meaningful. Whether you’re surviving or thriving, or it depends on 
the day, be kind to yourself. The most important thing our children need is calm, happy parents. 
Our youngest children look to us to help develop their own feelings of a situation, so it’s really 
important to take care of ourselves and do not put pressure on ourselves, so we have the capacity 
to take care of our families. 

So many families have commented on their children’s concentration and attention spans. It is a 
rough rule of thumb that 1-2 minutes per year of child’s age is a realistic expectation for attention. 
For example, a 3-year-old should be able to attend to an activity of their interest for 3-6 minutes, a 
one year old would be 1-2 minutes. At our little owl’s nurseries, we have spacious environments 
and a broad variety of provision so it is easy to meet children’s fleeting attention spans due to a 
well-resourced provision. 

 

At home, it is simply not realistic to emulate the craft, sand, water, 
messy play, mark-making, role play area, construction area, music 
lesson, yoga session in between offering 3 meals, two snacks and a 
few hours of outdoor play! The most important thing is not to put any 
pressure on yourself or your children at this time. 
 
Children’s interests: 

In nursery, we focus the vast majority of our planned and child led experiences around our 
children’s individual interests. In nursery, and while children are at home, we know that:  

 
 
If a child is interested, they will learn 

• Confidence and self-esteem will be raised if a child’s interests are followed 
• Development in all seven areas of the EYFS can be promoted through following a child’s interests. 
• Each child is an individual and should be seen this way 
• Knowing your children’s interests shows a good relationship and bond which are crucial for 

development in the early year



 

How children Learn: 

The characteristics of effective learning are all about how children learn. In a 
world where people seem increasingly concerned with what our children learn in 
the early years. These are a fundamental component of our observation and 
planning methods used in setting. In the home environment, we can still observe 
these characteristics when our children are engaging in play. As a parent, this 
gives me the reassurance that while my youngest can’t attend nursery he is still 
developing and learning. 

 
• Playing and exploring – Children investigate 
and experience things, and ‘have a go’. 
• Active learning – Children 
concentrate and keep on trying if they 
encounter difficulties, and enjoy 
achievements. 
• Creating and thinking critically – 
Children have and develop their own 
ideas, make links between ideas, and 
develop strategies for doing things. 
 

Please see our separate attachment ‘CofEL Posters for Parents’ which details 
each characteristic and provides a user-friendly view of each characteristic. 

 
What Learning looks like in the Home Environment: 

All parents need to know about home learning is what their children’s 
interests are and follow their lead. Be joyful and interacting with the 
children where possible, it is through interactions with children that they 
learn. That’s it! 

Formal learning isn’t needed, but if your children are interested and find 
these types of activities fun then it’s absolutely great to engage in these too! 
Following their interests and engaging with them meaningfully is enough for 
all future learning to follow. Joy, curiosity, awe and wonder are all 
fundamental building blocks for learning. 

Managing behaviour: 

Inconsiderate behaviour is typical in young children as they develop 
awareness and understanding of boundaries and expectations. This includes 
behaviours such as taking toys from another child, not waiting for a turn, 
pushing, being uncooperative, disrupting a game, hitting out against another, 
being generally destructive. This type of behaviour is something many of us 
have experienced over the last few weeks with our young children at home. 

These behaviours characterised by developmental immaturity whereby 
children are not at the stage where they can manage frustration or anger 
themselves, they may not have the language to express themselves, or may 
not understand and be able to keep to social rules.  



These are even more prevalent currently as our children’s lives are very different 
to the busy routines many of us had previously. 

Please be assured whether present at home or at nursery these behaviours are seen 
as mistakes that the child is making on the way to developing socially acceptable ways, 
particularly of dealing with conflict whether the source of that conflict is another 
child/sibling or their parent. It is important we regard children as a learner of what is 
acceptable. Recognise that they in need of support, explanation, encouragement, 
positive modelling and guidance – just as in learning any other skill. 

‘When & Then’ or ‘Now & Next’ is a very helpful method of supporting young children’s 
behaviour. In particular when anger, frustration or temper tantrums which are a 
common feature of behaviour in children under 4. 

This technique is a way to communicate with your children positively rather than trying 
to “make them” do something. Ultimately, “When/Then” reduces power struggles. 

The reason a “When/Then” and its great variations work so well is that children feel 
they are not being told what to do. Even though the choices are limited, children still 
have the power to decide when they will be ready to move to the activity you are asking 
to be done 

Another benefit to this technique is that when parents have a consistent script to use, 
it is easier to stay calm when our own frustrations start to rise. 

This is how to use "When/Then": Start with a “when” and follow it with a “then.” 
The “when” is usually the task you’d like your child to do. The “then” is the privilege 
your child would like that you will delay until the “when” is complete. For example, if 
you want your child to wash his hands before eating, you would word it like this, “When 
your hands are clean, then I know you are ready to eat.” 

Very importantly, do not use the word “If!” this makes the statement feel more non-
negotiable and “If” can sound like a threat or bribe. For example, “If you don’t…” will 
likely trigger a child’s defensiveness rather than cooperation. 

Visual Routines: We have all worked really hard as parents to ensure our children 
benefit from a wide variety of experience, that they attend high quality educational 
settings and that we create opportunities for them to follow their interests and 
passions wherever possible. It feels like all of that has gone out of the window after a 
month of living in lockdown and our youngsters are starting to feel the strain of this 
too. 

We use visual routines to support our children settling into nursery and to help 
develop their understanding of transitions and what comes next within the day. These 
can work just as effectively in the home environment. This has been particularly 
helpful for us as our children have a big age gaps and their needs are very different. 

Using pictures alongside the ‘when & then’ method has really helped our youngest 
particularly when he is experiencing frustration. We look at the things we have to do 
which only include the fundamentals like meals, baths and exercise. Then in between 
we build in things we want to do, this is a good way to ensure everyone in the family 
has a voice and contribution to the day. Similar to the way we empower the children 
to have autonomy and ownership in the setting. Our youngest can’t voice his ideas yet 
so we put things we know he likes like play-dough, water play, or time in the garden. 



Our Youngest Children and Seeing the World in Their Way 
The Brain 

The Amygdala: is one of the first areas of the brain 
to be engaged. It is located at the front of the brain 
directly behind the eyes. Our amygdala’s primary 
function is to detect threats in our environment, we 
are all born with a survival instinct and our 
Amygdala supports that. It works like an internal 
scanner, scanning the environment and 
coordinating a physiological response to dangers. 
This physiological response will be one of three 
actions flight, flight or freeze. 

The Hippocampus: is where the things we learn are 
stored and our memories are located. Think of it like our brains filing cabinet. 

So how is any of this relevant? At home the adults in a child’s life are predictable, 
the sights the sounds the smells their comings and goings have all been made sense 
of in a baby’s world. For our children, this also means going to nursery or school. 
Something that they become adapted to that has now without warning been removed. 

However, they have enough in their filing cabinet to understand that their parent may 
not be feeling great about this as they understand their cues. Which ultimately makes 
a child’s amygdala on super high alert, “if my big person isn’t sure then I’m not sure”. 
So of course, the only natural thing to do is cry and be more clingy to gain comfort and 
reassurance, as already stored in their Hippocampus is the knowledge that “at home 
when I cry my mummy or daddy come” (and that’s what I would like right now). 

 Many of us with very young children have experienced this over the last few weeks. I 
myself have had the thought ‘if he can’t be in a room on his own for 10 minutes how 
am I going to leave him for the day at nursery when all this is over?’. Many parents 
that I have spoken to share similar worries. 

I have spent a few days reflecting on this and have come to the following conclusions 
based on what we know when a child first joins our setting and how we manage that 
transition. 

To be settled and content when changes to our day to day lives occur children quite 
simply, need positive, predictable memories of this within the hippocampus. To 
create that, positive, predictable adults who interact meaningfully and with kindness 
towards them in any context is going to settle and reassure our children. 

Fortunately for us parents and practitioners even in our youngest children the brain is 
able to quickly adapt to the environment in which it finds itself but that relies on having 
lots of information in our ‘filing cabinet’. 

It’s important to remember that every child is different, my youngest son has taken a 
long time to adapt to this new way of living and is only just starting to be happy to play 
alone after weeks of being attached to me or my husband! Our oldest son is not 
bothered in the slightest, 



in fact, he said this week he would happily stay on lock down till he was 10 then he 
could be a year 6 when he went back! 

Parents please be rest assured that our team will ensure that when we return, sessions 
are as predictable as possible for the child and family, we are committed to ensuring 
while we are all apart we use our social media to engage positively and support the 
children in maintaining happy memories of the setting that we will continue to build 
upon when we return. Showing your children, the videos of nursery (which can be seen 
on our website) as well as sharing the lovely photos and videos that our staff have 
uploaded on our new closed parents face book page is a good way to keep the 
excitement of returning to nursery alive in your little people. 

You are all doing a fabulous job with your little people and we cannot wait to see you 
all very soon. 

 

 

 


