Social Butterﬂies:

Supporting Children’s
Wellbeing in the
Wake of a Pandemic
April 2021

Social Butterﬂies:

Supporting
Children’s
Wellbeing
in the
Wake of a
Pandemic

Contents
Introduction, foreword by
Deena Billings

4

Understanding attachment
and separation anxiety

5

Top tips for supporting your child
with separation anxiety

6

Understanding your child’s behaviour

8

Wellbeing and emotional literacy

10

Starting nursery

12

Useful activities and experiences

14

3

Social Butterﬂies: Supporting Children’s Wellbeing in the Wake of a Pandemic

Understanding attachment
What is attachment?
Put simply, attachment describes the emotional bond between
a child and those that primarily care for them. Research shows
that forming a strong emotional bond and relationship with your
child is essential for their lifelong development.
Why is attachment important?
Attachment provides your child with a foundation of safety and
security. They will also develop a sense that they are worthy as
they are consoled and loved. Once the attachment is established,
your child will use you as a point of safety and return to you as they
explore the environment and objects that surround them,
extending on their learning and knowledge of the world.

Secure attachment has
been associated with
better outcomes in areas
such as independence,
self-image, empathy and
relationships with others
in toddlerhood, school-age
and adolescence.”
Encyclopedia on Early
Childhood Development

Multiple attachments
While it’s important for children to form a strong bond with their
primary caregiver, it’s equally important that your child can develop
attachments to other extended family members or close friends.

Introduction
Foreword by Deena Billings

Parenting is challenging at the best of
times, throw a pandemic into the mix and
you are faced with more complexities.
For all parents, the ﬁrst year of a child’s
life is a milestone - but this year perhaps
more than most. Babies born in lockdown
will now be turning one and will have
had limited social interaction with people
compared to normal. This is of course no
fault of their own or anyone’s for that
matter, sadly due to social distancing
rules and government guidance it has
meant that families have been apart,
baby groups have been unable to
operate, leaving many parents isolated
and cut off from their support networks.
This guide aims to support parents in
navigating this unique time we ﬁnd
ourselves in. We are all adapting to
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Separation anxiety
change as we gradually transition back to
life as we knew it before March 2020 and
your children may need a little bit of extra
support to understand their emotions and
adapt to life after lockdown, whenever
that may be!
It’s completely natural for parents to feel
concerned about the impact the pandemic
has had on their child’s wellbeing as we
are all experiencing this for the ﬁrst time.
Children are indeed resilient, however we
often ﬁnd younger children struggle to
convey their emotions which is important
to recognise – especially during this
moment in time. We hope this guide
provides reassurance to parents who are
feeling concerned and advice on how best
to support your child at this time.

Separation anxiety is when someone becomes anxious about
leaving or the thought of leaving another person. It’s a completely
normal stage of your child’s development and is common in children
aged 6 months to 3 years.
It’s important to remember that their anxiety around being away
from you demonstrates the strength of your relationship – try not to
feel guilty about it. Leaving your child with other people that you
trust can be difﬁcult, especially if they are upset, however by doing
so it will help to support their relationships, social skills and
independence as they grow up.

There have been several
recent studies that have
shown that when children
have high quality attachment
relationships in nursery
settings, they have higher
levels of cognitive
and communication
development.

The Covid-19 pandemic has impacted us all and it is completely
understandable that you may be feeling anxious about being
away from your child too. You may ﬁnd that having spent
so much time with you, your child shows signs of separation
anxiety for the ﬁrst time or they have reverted back to showing
these signs. Please be assured that nurseries are well prepared
for supporting children’s emotions and wellbeing and will be
doing all they can to support you and your child at this time.
Remember that this is a phase that your child will grow out of.
5
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Top tips for supporting your
child with separation anxiety
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1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Address your anxieties
Children may pick up on
cues from you on how you
are feeling. It is natural for
you to feel anxious about
leaving your child, however
the more conﬁdent and
assured you feel, the more
conﬁdent and assured your
child will feel as well.

Building up time
You may want to start
by leaving your child for
short periods of time, this
can help reinforce their
understanding that if you
leave you will come back
again. Over time, you can
lengthen the amount of
time you leave them for.

Communication is key
Talking to your child about
what is going to happen
and who they are going to
be with will help support
their understanding. You
may ﬁnd this difﬁcult if
your child becomes upset
at the thought of leaving
you, however it is important
that they understand what
is going on rather than
being confused about you
suddenly not being there.

Be calm
It may be helpful for your
child to learn a range of
techniques that help them
to calm down when they
are feeling anxious. You
might like to try some of
our ‘Be Calm’ ideas – see
page 17.

Comforters
Some children ﬁnd it
helpful to have some kind
of comforter when they are
apart from you. This might
be a favourite toy or a piece
of your clothing that smells
like you.

6.

7.

8.

Say goodbye
Although it can be really
tempting to sneak out when
your child is distracted, it is
really important that you
say goodbye to your child
when you leave. Try not to
show that you are upset if
you are, smile and reassure
your child that you will
come back.

Share the load
Let family and friends
know if your child is
struggling with separation
anxiety. It can be helpful to
chat to other parents about
their experiences as this is
a stage that most children
will go through. It is also
important to talk to your
child’s setting if they
attend nursery.

Extra support
If you are extremely
concerned about your
child’s level of anxiety and
need more support, speak
to your health visitor .
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Understanding your child’s behaviour
Children’s behaviour may have regressed due to being in lockdown and as a
response to feeling overwhelmed. This can include disturbed sleep, a decline
in language skills and a lack of independence. They may also demonstrate
episodes of challenging behaviour.
When your child displays challenging behaviour or behaviour you may ﬁnd
inappropriate, this can be difﬁcult to manage. Children don’t set out to be
challenging or difﬁcult – something, someone or a combination of factors will
cause them to display this behaviour.
There has been a lot to contend with this last year, perhaps your child doesn’t
fully understand why they can’t see their friends or close relatives, or they are
struggling to adjust to life now restrictions are starting to ease. Try and be
patient with your child and look a little deeper at what might be triggering
their behaviour. More often than not, there are simple reasons why children
are behaving in a certain way. This can often be resolved quickly before the
behaviour escalates.
Have you thought about...
Communication
Children’s challenging behaviour often happens as a result of
a misunderstanding with communication. It may be that they
have not understood something you have said, there was an
unexpected transition when they didn’t hear something.
Emotional health
Personal and physical needs
Children often don’t have the vocabulary to express needs
such as hunger or thirst. They may not be able to tell you
with their words that they are tired or feeling poorly but their
behaviour may be the ﬁrst indication.

Changes at home can be difﬁcult for children, even if it is
something that might be perceived as a positive change such
as a house move or a new baby. Your child may struggle to
tell you how they are feeling and this can sometimes show
in the behaviours they display. Sharing stories or creative
experiences are effective ways to help your child understand
their emotions. Always share any changes at home with
nursery so they can support your child.

The environment
It is important for children to be able to move around and
release energy regularly throughout the day. Some children
will show challenging behaviour if they have not had the
opportunity to run around and let off some steam.
Some children are more sensitive to light, colour and noise
which can have a direct impact on behaviour so be aware of
this too.
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Development
Sometimes a child’s behaviour may show that they are
struggling in an area of their development. If this can be
identiﬁed early, support can be put in place to help your child
to make progress. Remember you can always speak to your
health visitor or nursery if you are concerned.
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Wellbeing and emotional literacy

Emotional literacy

As your child develops so will their wellbeing. Each child will display
a positive sense of wellbeing in a different way, the main thing is
that they are happy and healthy. If you’re feeling concerned about
your child’s wellbeing, then this chapter is for you.

Emotional Literacy is the ability to understand and express our
emotions. This is a skill that develops over time and will develop
at different rates for different children. There are a variety of ways
through everyday interactions and play based activities that
you can support your child’s emotional literacy.

There are many factors that could impact your child’s wellbeing,
some of the main ones are:

Label and acknowledge their feelings
It is important that children learn the vocabulary for emotions
and feelings. This will not only help them to express themselves
but also to develop their sense of self.

Environment

Heath

Emotions

Relationships

Label and acknowledge your feelings
No-one is happy all of the time and understanding that other
people sometimes feel lonely, scared, angry or ashamed helps
children to accept that the way they feel is part of everyday life
and a not something they should hide or be worried about.
Share stories

Security

Sense of
purpose

Part of a
community

Stories are such a useful way for your child to explore the language
of emotions and relate to others who are experiencing feelings.
Most stories will have characters that your child can potentially
relate to.
Give space for big feelings

Support your child’s wellbeing by considering some of the
following factors:
• Giving praise and positive reinforcement will help provide children a sense
of pride for their achievements. Focus on what they can do and praise for it

Managing emotions is hard work, especially when you don’t
really understand what is happening or have the language to
express yourself. Being told not to be sad or cross can be really
unhelpful, instead acknowledge the emotion and support them
with managing it.

• Provide experiences with high levels of enjoyment. For example,
try to carry out activities that relate to your child’s interests and think of
introducing new environments to spark a new interest too
• During the pandemic your child will have spent extra time with the people
that are most important to them, helping them feel safe and secure. Where
possible keep in touch with friends and family via phone or video call, and
when restrictions lift embrace more time together with loved ones
• Encourage your child to talk about their emotions, what has caused them
to feel that way and the different ways to cope with their emotions. Once
they understand their own emotions your child will begin to understand
and try to support the emotions of others

10
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Starting nursery
Children’s early years are critical and no one knows that better
than us. The nursery environment is a wonderful way for children to
develop, learn and grow amongst their peers. It’s your child’s ﬁrst
step to independence and for parents it’s an important milestone
in your child’s life. You may feel a mixture of emotions and that’s
completely normal, especially if your child is anxious, however you’re
not alone and the team at nursery are fully equipped to support you
and your child during this exciting time.
Studies have shown that children aged two who attend nursery
settings have higher language scores at aged three than those
who didn’t attend nursery. Research has also shown that attending
preschool education positively impacts on academic scores, right
up until the end of statutory education. Allow the process to take
time and work closely with the nursery who will help support the
transition process.

Settling in
At Busy Bees, the settling in process can be tailored to support
you and your child. Usually, settling in sessions will start with you
and your child spending time in the nursery, playing together and
getting to know the educators. After getting to know the educators,
your child will be allocated a key person who will care for your child
when they are at nursery. They will complete a getting to now you
form, so they can bespoke the care to your child, their likes, dislikes,
comforters, routine etc. The next sessions will involve leaving your
child for short visits without you, to see how they get on at the
setting and allowing them to become used to you leaving them
there. It is really important that your child gets used to you leaving
and coming back again, so however tempting, avoid sneaking out,
make a point of saying goodbye and giving them a kiss and cuddle
as you leave.

For more information visit:
busybeeschildcare.co.uk/
ﬁnd-a-nursery
12
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Useful activities
and experiences

Worry dolls
This experience helps your
child if they are feeling
anxious or worried.

Age 3+

Feelings bottles
What you will need
• Small sticks or twigs

What you will need
• Clean empty plastic bottle

• Wool, ribbon or thread

• Jug of water

• Craft matchsticks

• Glitter

Safety ﬁrst: Ensure sticks are clean and not too sharp
for your child to use.

Safety ﬁrst: Make sure the lid is secure and do not leave
your child unattended with the bottle.

Age 3+

How to carry out this experience

How to carry out this experience

1. Explain that to your child that you are going to be making
something magical. Worry dolls are tiny dolls that they can
tell their worries to before placing under their pillow at night.
The worry dolls take their worries away while they sleep

1. Ask your child to help you pour some water into the bottle.
Next, ask them to add some glitter. This could be one or more
colours. Secure the lid on top of the bottle.

2. Begin by breaking the sticks or twigs into small lengths
about 5cms
3. Encourage your child to wrap thread around their stick
and support them to tie thread at the end. They can then
use the match sticks to create arms and legs for their worry
dolls, which can be secured onto the doll with masking tape
4. You could use this as an opportunity to talk to your child
about anything that is worrying them or has worried them
in the past. You could also give your own examples

2. Invite your child to explore shaking the bottle; talk about what
happens to the glitter.
3. Explain to your child that what is happening to the glitter looks
like what happens to our emotions when we are feeling angry
or upset. When we are feeling strong emotions, it feels as
everything is muddled, however when we are calm, everything
becomes more settled. Watching the glitter move can also
be calming for children who are upset so save your bottle for
times when your child will beneﬁt from using it.

How does this help my child’s development?

How does this help my child’s development?

• Allows you to talk to your child about the concept of
worry in a safe and secure space

• Having a visual representation of what emotions
can feel like can help them to make connections
and develop their understanding

• Develop ﬁne motor skills as they create their own
worry doll
• Having and using a worry doll may contribute towards
your child’s sense of well-being
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This activity can help
your child understand
their feelings.

• Watching the glitter move can be very calming.
You might wish to add other resources such as oil
and food colouring for a different experience
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Useful activities
and experiences

Emotion
charades
This experience supports
your child’s emotional
literacy.

Be Calm
and Breathe
What you will need
No resources required
Safety ﬁrst: Sit somewhere comfortable with your child.

Age 2+

These breathing techniques
can act as a toolkit to
support your child when
they are feeling worried
or anxious.

Blow out a candle or blow bubbles
Ask your child to pretend they are holding a candle or a bubble
wand in front of them. Invite them to take a really deep breath in
through their nose and then blow out their candle by breathing
out through their mouth.

How to carry out this experience
1. Play an emotions guessing game with your child
2. Act out an emotion for example stomping about with a stern
face to indicate ‘angry’. Can they guess what your emotion is?
Can they think of a time that they have felt like that?
3. Encourage them to have a turn and act out an emotion for
you to guess
4. Introduce more complex language such as frustration,
guilt or excitement

How does this help my child’s development?
• Allows you to talk to your child about the concept of
worry in a safe and secure space
• Develop ﬁne motor skills as they create their own
worry doll
• Having and using a worry doll may contribute towards
your child’s sense of well-being

Sleepy animal
Ask your child to lay down on their back and close their eyes.
Place a small stuffed toy on their tummy. Explain that we have to
try and rock our animal to sleep with our tummy breathing in and
out. Invite your child to breathe in deeply though their nose and
feel the stuffed animal rise and then feel it lower as they slowly
exhale through their mouth. Ask them to raise their hand when
they think their animal is ‘asleep’.
Blow up a balloon
Ask your child to place their hands around their mouth as if they
were about to blow up a balloon. Explain that they need to take
a deep breath in through their nose and as they slowwly exhale
through their mouth, start to spread their hands out as if they
are blowing up a great big balloon. Ask them to hold their hand
position as they inhale again and then spread their hands further
as they exhale. Once their balloon is as big as it can be, they can
gently sway from side to side as they release their ‘balloon’ up
into the sky.
Smell the soup, cool the soup
Ask your child to imagine they are holding a bowl of soup in front
of them. Invite them to close their eyes and smell the soup as
they take a deep breath. Now, encourage them to cool the soup
as they breathe out a deep breath. You can change this to your
child’s favourite foods, for example ‘Smell the spaghetti’ or ‘Smell
the custard’
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