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Component 1: Creating a sense of
community
Background Information on KidsMatter Early Childhood
KidsMatter Early Childhood is a national mental health promotion, prevention and early
intervention initiative developed to support the mental health and wellbeing of young
children in early childhood education and care services (ECEC). It has been developed in
collaboration with beyondblue and Early Childhood Australia, with funding from the
Australian Government Department of Health and Ageing and beyondblue. It involves
families, early childhood professionals, and a range of community and health
professionals working together to make a positive difference to young children’s mental
health and wellbeing during this important developmental period of birth to five years.
KidsMatter Early Childhood uses a risk and protective factor framework to focus on four
components that ECEC services can use to strengthen the protective factors and
minimise risk factors for children’s mental health and wellbeing.
All four components are outlined below.

1.

CREATING A SENSE OF
COMMUNITY within ECEC services
by focusing on belonging, inclusion,
positive relationships and
collaboration.

2.

DEVELOPING CHILDREN’S SOCIAL
AND EMOTIONAL SKILLS is
fundamental to children’s mental
health. These skills are developed
through adults’ warm, responsive and
trusting relationships with the children
in their care, as well as through
constructive peer relationships.
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3.

WORKING WITH PARENTS AND CARERS ECEC services and families can
establish collaborative partnerships in the interests of their children. ECEC services
can support families by helping them to connect with other families and by providing
access to parenting support.

4.

HELPING CHILDREN WHO ARE EXPERIENCING MENTAL HEALTH
DIFFICULTIES. ECEC services are well placed to recognise when young children
may be experiencing difficulties, to implement simple strategies to assist children,
and to support families to seek additional help.

Definitions of terms used in this document
Children: Children from birth to five years unless otherwise stated.
Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD): A broad concept that encompasses individual differences,
such as language, dress, traditions, food, societal structures, art and religion.
Early childhood education and care (ECEC) services: Preschools, kindergartens and long day care
services.
Early childhood staff: Educators, teachers, day care staff, integration aides, assistants, and other staff that
are based within ECEC services.
Externalising: Disruptive, impulsive, angry or hyperactive behaviours (i.e. where the child ‘acts out’). These
behaviours are generally readily observed and therefore are relatively easy to detect.
Internalising: Inhibited or over-controlled behaviours (i.e. where the child ‘holds in’ their difficulties),
including withdrawal, worry, and emotional responses that primarily affect the individual child rather than
having effects on others.
Mental health: Early childhood mental health involves being able to experience, manage and express
emotions; form close, satisfying relationships; and explore and discover the environment.
Parents and carers: This includes biological mothers and fathers, parents of adopted children, GLBT
parents, foster parents, grandparents, aunties and uncles. The primary caregivers of a child/children and are
usually the child’s legal guardians.
Protective factors: Strengths that enable children to maintain positive mental health and wellbeing, even
though risk factors for mental health problems are present.
Resilience: A person’s capacity to adapt to adverse situations in ways that enable them to cope positively
and reduce or minimise negative impacts on mental health and wellbeing.
Risk factors: Factors that increase the likelihood that mental health difficulties will develop. The presence of
particular risk factors does not necessarily mean a difficulty will develop. The presence of multiple risk
factors usually increases the likelihood of difficulties developing.
Temperament: Individual characteristics and style of behaviour that a child is born with, now considered to
have a basis in both biology and environment.
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Creating a sense of community
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE SERVICES CAN PLAY AN
IMPORTANT ROLE IN CREATING A SENSE OF COMMUNITY.
Component 1 of the KidsMatter Early Childhood initiative: Creating a sense of community
focuses on four target areas selected because of their impact on children’s mental health
and wellbeing: belonging and connectedness; inclusion; positive relationships; and
collaboration. While there is some overlap in the target areas, each also makes a unique
contribution to building a positive sense of community in an early childhood service. Each
of the target areas is discussed in detail below. The numbers appearing in the text are
linked to references listed at the end of the document. If you would like more information
about the ideas presented in this paper, the reference list is a starting point.

Belonging and connectedness
CULTIVATING BELONGING AND CONNECTEDNESS is an important part of building
a positive community at an early childhood service. Belonging comes from feeling
valued, accepted, respected and cared about by others. The sense of belonging to a
community is a two way process of contributing to and receiving the benefit of others’
friendship and care. 1-3

A sense of belonging is
fundamental to life. People
seek out meaningful, lasting
relationships in order to
meet their need to belong.4
To foster a sense of belonging,
these interactions need to be
enjoyable, frequent, and
involve mutual, genuine regard
for each other’s wellbeing. In
addition, continuity of
relationships is an important
factor in enhancing a sense of belonging and connectedness.4
During the early years, a sense of belonging and connectedness facilitates many
protective factors for good mental health and wellbeing.3,5 These include a positive
sense of self; strong relationships with others; and, perhaps most importantly, a strong
sense of identity.3,6 Belonging has been described as the relational part of identity, or the
‘glue’ that connects one individual to others; to places (e.g., home and ECEC services);
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and to beliefs and ideas (e.g., cultural or religious practices).3 All children grow and
develop in the context of these connections.6
Children who experience a positive sense of community in an early childhood
service are more likely to feel connected and that they belong.3,6 They are also more
likely to be involved in their community in positive ways and to benefit from belonging to
it.3,6 In contrast, children who feel they don’t belong or feel disconnected from their
community through experiences such as exclusion, discrimination and lack of involvement,
are at greater risk of experiencing isolation, loneliness and developing mental health
difficulties (such as anxiety, depression or low self-esteem) in childhood and beyond.3,4,6

Children who are connected
and feel that they belong in
the worlds they inhabit are
more likely to develop a
strong identity, a positive
sense of self and strong
relationships with others.

ECEC services can make a positive difference
to children’s mental health and wellbeing by
creating an environment that fosters belonging
and connectedness. Belonging and
connectedness are enhanced when ECEC
services are welcoming and inclusive, and there
are clear and accessible opportunities for everyone
to contribute and get involved.7

Inclusion
INCLUSION is about respecting diversity.8 Australia is known for being one of the most
culturally diverse societies in the world. In its broadest sense, diversity is about
“understanding and appreciating different ways of thinking and being”9(p1)
Respecting diversity can relate to cultural (e.g., children from CALD backgrounds), family
(e.g., single parent or same sex parents) and individual differences (e.g., gender, age,
abilities, interests). Valuing every child’s own individuality and unique qualities is an
essential part of respecting diversity.9,10 Truly inclusive practise in an early childhood
setting involves actively finding ways to respect these differences and to value each child
for their individual qualities.11

Making inclusion and respect for diversity a priority is particularly important in
an early childhood setting. Children are less likely to hold negative attitudes
towards differences and to exclude other children because of individual
differences.

When inclusion is made a priority at an early childhood service, the benefits to
mental health and wellbeing are numerous and wide-reaching.12,13 For example, when
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a child feels their family, community background and individual uniqueness are respected
and valued, their sense of identity, belonging and self-esteem is reinforced.9 Furthermore,
children who feel included at the service they attend are better able to participate actively
in collective and social activities, form strong relationships with significant others and enjoy
the benefits associated with being a part of the early childhood community. 9
During early childhood children first become aware of differences among people
and start to form opinions and attitudes about those differences. It also a time when
children are highly influenced by the values, attitudes and behaviour of respected
adults. As such, promoting inclusion and respect for diversity is of utmost
importance for ECEC services during this time.12,14 Children who attend a service that
makes inclusion and respect for diversity a priority are less likely to hold negative attitudes
towards these differences and to exclude other children because of them. 13 Children’s
attitudes about, and responses to, diversity amongst their peers can be shaped and
guided by those around them. Inclusion, acceptance and respect are promoted when
adults view diversity (in whatever form) as commonplace; value the unique needs of each
and every child; address children’s questions and curiosity about differences; and create
an environment where everyone is included (regardless of differences). 15
Engaging children and their families in the ECEC services requires cultural
sensitivity as the concept of ‘family’ can have diverse meanings. 16 For example, for
some children the term family may include same-sex parents, step-parents and siblings
and members of the extended family (like grandparents, aunties and uncles) as well as
biological parents and siblings.9,17 Some families may also have child rearing practices,
beliefs and values that differ from the early childhood service their child attends.18 Early
childhood settings that respect this diversity and are responsive to it benefit all children by
cultivating an inclusive environment where everyone can participate freely and enjoy the
feelings of belonging and connectedness that result.19

Positive relationships
All children develop and learn in the context of relationships and interactions with others. 5
Early childhood is a period during which relationships play an important role in children’s
development, mental health and wellbeing.5,20 Through positive early relationships, a
number of protective factors for mental health are strengthened, including developing a
sense of trust in the world, positive social
skills; the ability to form positive and lasting
Positive relationships in early
relationships with others; a strong sense of
childhood support a number of
identity; the ability to understand and
protective factors, including social
respond appropriately
skills; the ability to form positive
to the emotions of others; and the ability to
and lasting relationships with
understand and operate within the customs
others; a strong sense of identity;
of the cultures that children identify with.5,20
and the development of empathy
It is for these reasons that during early
and morality.
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childhood it is important children have the opportunity to observe and learn to form positive
relationships with significant others.5,20
Children experience and observe a ‘hub’ of relationships in an early childhood
setting, emanating from the relationship that children have with their family to those
20
between children and their peers; between children and early childhood staff;
between their family and early childhood staff; and those between the early
childhood staff themselves. Each type of relationship is important as they can all
facilitate feelings of belonging, connectedness and inclusion.
The most influential relationship children will experience in their lifetime is with
their parents or carers. These relationships are reciprocal and begin building during
pregnancy. As soon as they are born, babies engage with their parents and carers by
doing things like turning towards their voices, looking at them long periods and crying in
order to receive their care and attention.21 Parents and carers reciprocate by providing
sensitive and responsive care, comfort when babies are upset, affection, and talking,
smiling and playing with their child.21 Toddlers and preschool aged children then use the
positive relationships developed with their parents and carers in infancy as a base from
which to explore, test and master new skills.21 Parents and carers reciprocate by providing
guidance, setting limits, respecting their growing need for independence and providing
comfort and reassurance when needed.21
The quality of the relationship children have with their parents or carers has a long
term effect on their development and a major influence on their mental health and
wellbeing. Secure, warm and responsive relationships, for example, have been linked to a
number of protective factors for good mental health and wellbeing during early childhood.
These include shorter fear responses in infants22; lower incidence and frequency of
behavioural difficulties in toddlerhood and early childhood 23; and lower levels of
aggression and greater social competence in kindergarten.24 Young children also tend to
be better able to regulate their behaviour and emotions, and have more developed social
and emotional skills. On the other hand, less secure relationships between children and
their parents or carers have been linked to numerous risk factors for poor mental health in
early childhood.22 23 24
While the relationship children have with their parents or carers is the most
important, other relationships in early childhood also contribute to mental health
and wellbeing and development. A good example of this is the quality of the
relationships that a child has with his or her peers. It appears peer rejection and social
exclusion are risk factors for mental health difficulties in early childhood, because both
affect feelings of inclusion and sense of belonging and acceptance.5 Studies have shown
that peer rejection has been linked with behavioural and emotional difficulties in
kindergarten aged children, including aggression and depression. 25,26 There also appears
to be a relationship between peer rejection and the ease of children’s adjustment to
school. In this case, children with a large number of friends when they entered
www.kidsmatter.edu.au
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kindergarten were more likely to feel positively about going to school than were those who
had fewer friends.27,28 Children who have more positive interactions with their peers are
also more competent at sharing, turn taking, understanding and empathising with the
needs of others, and learning in formal and informal settings than those who are socially
isolated.5,20

Children experience and observe a ‘hub’ of relationships in an early
childhood setting. Each type contributes to creating a sense of community
because each facilitates feelings of belonging, connectedness and inclusion.

Another relationship that is very influential during early childhood is between
children and early childhood staff who care for them. As the number of children
attending ECEC services for long periods of time is increasing, positive relationships
between staff and each child are critical. A positive relationship with at least one caring,
competent adult outside of the child’s immediate family is related to greater mental health
and resilience in children29,30 and early childhood staff are ideally placed for this role.
Early childhood staff can enhance the sense of community at their service by
modelling positive relationships for children.18 Children learn how to be with others
through observation and early childhood staff are well suited to be role models in this
area. 18 For example, when staff join in with children’s play and social interactions, they
can model interactions to children that emphasise care, respect and empathy towards
others.6,18 By observing staff interactions with other adults, children also learn how to
initiate relationships with their peers. Staff who model appropriate behaviour, language,
skills and attitudes help to create an environment that is inclusive and enhances children’s
sense of belonging and connectedness to the service.31
Another way staff can contribute to the sense of community within their service is
to support children to build positive relationships with each other. Adults can
provide a scaffold for infant’s and children’s social interactions and support them to
learn appropriate group behaviours whilst also monitoring and protecting them
from becoming overwhelmed. 18 Staff can play an important role in supporting social
development by creating age-appropriate opportunities for social interactions. They can
also support the development of positive peer relationships through introducing social
guidelines that encourage cooperation, turn-taking and sharing. Staff can foster children’s
friendships by promoting small group interactions and play experiences with others.
Children will then begin to create their own social groups and develop more social
competence with their peers.5,18,32 Widening children’s network of positive peer
relationships can help them to develop feelings of competency, confidence and respect
and value in themselves, as well as their sense of inclusion and belonging and
connectedness to the service.6,18
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The quality of the relationship between those who care for a child (i.e., a child’s
family and early childhood staff) also has an impact on a child’s mental health and
wellbeing and can contribute to the sense of community at the service. When
families and early childhood staff have a positive relationship and good communication,
the child can feel secure and ‘known’. This is particularly important the younger a child is,
as infants and young children rely on carer to share information between them until they
develop verbal skills and can tell people their experiences themselves. Having a good
relationship with families enables staff to also identify family risk factors and to provide
information and referrals when required.33 Building positive relationships between families
and staff also allows families to feel more informed and involved with the care of their child
at the service. By spending more time at the service, families may also develop
relationships with other parents and increase their involvement in the broader community.
Having a good relationship with families also allows staff to share their knowledge about
early childhood development and their day-to-day experiences with their child. This
promotes inclusion and helps families feel connected to the service, enhancing the
positive sense of community.
Finally, it is also important for services to
Building positive relationships
build partnerships with other services
between families and staff allows
within their local community (such as
families to feel more informed and
those in the health sector, family and
involved with the care of their child
community services, community based
at the service.
organisations, local councils). Services
can share valuable resources, thus
increasing the level, types and timeliness of
34
support available to families and children. Staff also benefit in various ways when their
service develops positive relationships with other early childhood and family support
services and professionals. For example, research has linked partnerships between staff
at ECEC services and early childhood mental health consultants to significant increases in
early childhood staff’s ability and confidence in managing children’s challenging
behaviour.33 In addition, it appears that effective relationships between staff and mental
health consultants are related to lower levels of early childhood staff stress and staff
turnover and higher levels of perceived competency. 33 In summary, when staff build
positive relationships with other early childhood professionals they feel more supported,
competent and satisfied with their role; better equipped to support families and children at
their service; and less stressed. This in turn contributes to building a positive sense of
community.

Collaboration
COLLABORATION occurs when children, families, staff and communities are
engaged with and involved in the service in meaningful ways. This in turn fosters a
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sense of belonging and connectedness which are protective factors for mental health and
wellbeing.
The ultimate goal of collaboration is to involve the whole family in the service and to
build positive relationships between parents, siblings and carers and staff. When
families and staff collaborate it involves trust, empathy, open communication, teamwork,
and shared decision making.35 In an early childhood context, this means that parents and
carers and staff already have a shared interest in a child’s development and wellbeing,
and by working together as equals they can facilitate the best possible outcomes for that
individual child.36

In order to facilitate collaboration and involvement in an early childhood
service, opportunities need to be created for families to become involved in
ways that suit their needs and circumstances.

When ECEC services actively encourage collaboration and family involvement,
everybody benefits. For example, collaborative decision making about the day-to-day
care a child receives at the service helps families to feel involved in a meaningful way,
increases their sense of belonging and connectedness and helps them to feel empowered
and valued for the information that they can provide about their child.37 When families feel
more attached and connected to the service, their child is more likely to consistently attend
the service.38
Children benefit especially when families and staff work collaboratively.36 Both
families and staff have an influence on children’s mental health and wellbeing, so
strengthening the connection between the service that the child attends and their home is
a significant protective factor.39,40 Family involvement also demonstrates to children the
service is a safe place to be and promotes feelings of belonging and connectedness. 41
Family involvement has also been associated with many other positive outcomes for
children during the early childhood period. Greater family involvement in preschool, for
example, has been found to have a positive impact on children’s pre-literacy development
and school readiness.42,43 There is also a significant relationship between family
involvement at preschool and children’s social and emotional competency and lower
frequency of behavioural difficulties.44 43
In order to facilitate collaboration and family involvement in an early childhood
service, several factors are important. Firstly, opportunities need to be created for
families to become involved that allow them to participate in ways that suit their
needs and circumstances.45 Sometimes this involves ECEC services looking closely at
the opportunities they provide for families to become involved and adjusting them to meet
different family group needs. . For example, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children
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are often cared for not only by their immediate family, but also by members of their
extended family, including grandparents, aunts, uncles and members of their community.
Creating an environment and climate that is welcoming, inclusive and actively seeking
contributions from the child’s extended family creates opportunities for everyone to
become involved in the service, further enhancing their sense of inclusion, belonging and
connectedness.
Secondly, open and honest communication between parents, carers and staff is
essential for establishing family collaboration and involvement in an early
childhood service.46 There are common types of information that parents and carers
want to learn from staff that helps them to feel involved in their child’s care. 46 For example,
parents and carers want staff to share their expertise and knowledge about child
development to help them understand and better support their child. Parents and carers
also want information about what their child is learning at the service, and how the
curriculum contributes to their overall development. Parents and carers also want to know
about their child’s day-to-day routine and experiences during the day, so that they can
create a more seamless transition between care in the home and at the early childhood
service. Overall, meaningful two-way communication between parents and carers and
early childhood staff is one of the most important factors in improving collaborative
engagement of families with ECEC services.46
Collaboration and family involvement in an early childhood service is a gradual
process rather than one that happens straight away. Time is needed for relationships
to develop between families and the service, and as the relationship progresses, parents
and carers and staff engage with each other based on a ‘hierarchy of need’. 45 At the
beginning of the relationship, communication between parents and carers and staff is
primarily focused on conveying information about the child’s immediate physiological
needs, such as safety and nutrition. As the relationship progresses and everyone knows
that the child’s basic needs are being met, parents and carers and staff begin to
communicate about the child’s other needs, such as their sense of belonging and selfesteem. Then, when parents and carers understand that they are important contributors to
their child’s care and development, they begin to engage with staff to gain more
information about the curriculum at the service. It is at this stage they might show an
increased interest in decision making and curriculum planning at the service. Eventually
the relationship turns into true collaboration and partnership between parents and carers
and staff about the care and development of the child. At this stage, parents and carers
and staff share responsibility for child development and learning. It is under these optimal
circumstances that children have the best opportunity to reach their full potential and are
most protected from risk factors that can impact on their mental health and wellbeing.45
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Summary and Implications for Practice
ECEC services play an important role in promoting mental health and wellbeing in young
children. Component 1 of the KidsMatter Early Childhood initiative, Creating a Sense of
Community, provides a framework that can be used in an early childhood setting to
achieve this goal. The four target areas of Component 1 focus on the importance of
enhancing children’s sense of belonging and connectedness to the service; creating an
inclusive environment; developing positive relationships between children, families and
staff; and encouraging families to participate and collaborate with staff about their child’s
care.
A substantial body of evidence suggests a positive, inclusive environment at a service
facilitates many protective factors for mental health and wellbeing in early childhood.
Creating an environment where children and their families feel valued, accepted and
respected for who and what they are, enhances feelings of belonging and connectedness.
Children who feel like they belong in their community are more likely to develop a strong
sense of identity, a positive sense of self and strong relationships with others.
Furthermore, making inclusion a priority at a service is especially important for social and
emotional development during early childhood. Children who attend a service that
respects diversity are more likely to feel like they belong and less likely to hold negative
attitudes towards differences among people. Feelings of belonging and connectedness
and a healthy respect for diversity also have flow on effects on children’s ability to build
and maintain positive relationships with their families, peers and the early childhood staff
who care for them. Finally, parents and carers and staff can further strengthen these
protective factors by collaborating with each other about child development and care. Both
parents and carers and staff have a significant influence on mental health and wellbeing
during early childhood, so strengthening the connection between their home and the
service their child attends is a significant protective factor. In conclusion, a positive sense
of community within an early childhood service is essential for good mental health and
wellbeing in young children.
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