LGSWA Case Study

The Thumb: Creating Space and Connected Spaces

Student and Staff Wellbeing: The Foundation of Our Social Handprint

When we look at the Sustainable Schools WA Social Handprint
framework, we see that it positions Student and Staff
Wellbeing as the base of the hand. This is not accidental: as
the thumb supports every other finger, wellbeing underpins
every other domain of sustainability. Without emotional safety
and cultural respect, partnerships and learning do not function
effectively. At Little Green Steps WA, we begin building our
social handprint by focusing on relationships.
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Figure 1: Social Handprint, retrieved from AAEEWA.

Attachment theory, especially the Circle of Security framework,
shows that children have two main needs: to explore and to
return for comfort. When children feel safe, they explore with
curiosity. When they feel overwhelmed, they look for connection.
This pattern of exploring and returning happens every day in early
childhood settings. For example, a child might join group play and
then step away after a conflict or gradually take on new challenges
each day while still looking back for reassurance. These actions
are part of healthy development, not misbehaviour.

The Circle of Security teaches that children need adults who are
always Bigger, Stronger, Wiser, and Kind. In practice, this means
calmly setting boundaries (Bigger), staying calm when children are
upset (Stronger), seeing behaviour as a way children communicate
(Wiser), and responding with warmth and care (Kind).
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EYLF:

Outcome 2: Children are
connected with and contribute
to their world.

Outcome 3: Children have
strong sense of wellbeing.
Outcome 4: Children are
confident and involved
learners.

NQs
1.1 The Educational program
enhances child’s learning and
development.

6 Collaborative partnerships
with families and communities.

SHP:
Student and Staff Wellbeing

SDG:
Goal 3: Ensure healthy lives

and promote well-being for all
at all ages.

Goal 16: Promote peaceful and
inclusive societies for
sustainable development,
provide access to justice for all
and build effective,
accountable and inclusive
institutions at all levels
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These are skills that educators can build over time. Through a social work lens, behaviour is understood as
communication of needs. A child who pushes, cries, refuses or withdraws is signalling dysregulation,
uncertainty or unmet needs. When we interpret behaviour relationally rather than reactively, we shift from
behaviour management to emotional guidance. Instead of asking, “How do we stop this?” we begin asking,
“What is this child needing right now?”

When a child is upset, relational safety might look like an educator who lowers their voice, kneels to the
child’s level, and says, “I’'m here. That felt big.” It can also mean pausing before responding, thinking about
what happened before the behaviour, and choosing to comfort rather than correct. Keeping routines
predictable also helps children feel safe and less anxious during times of changes.

Safety in early childhood settings is not just about the physical environment. It also means children feel
understood, not judged, and that adults are predictable and responsive. Children should see their families,
languages, and identities respected in the curriculum. Emotional safety relies on cultural safety. When
children see themselves reflected in their environment, they feel more like they belong and are less
anxious.

At Little Green Steps WA, we use practical strategies to build this foundation. Morning emotional check-ins
help children name and understand their feelings before they escalate. When educators listen and accept
what a child says about their feelings, without trying to fix, downplay, or correct them, the child learns it is
safe to share emotions. These small moments of validation help children make sense of their feelings. With
a calm adult close by, children begin to learn how to manage their emotions together before they can do it
on their own. A calm-down or reset space, introduced before children become upset, provides a safe place
for them to regain control with adult support rather than being left alone. Visual displays that show “Who is
important to me” help children feel secure during transitions and separations.

Importantly, wellbeing at Little Green Steps WA extends beyond children. Educator sustainability is just as
important. Reflective conversations, joint problem-solving and supervision protect staff from emotional
fatigue and vicarious trauma when working with children experiencing dysregulation, complex family
dynamics, trauma histories or ongoing social and emotional stressors. Social work teaches us that regulated
adults regulate children. When educators feel supported, they are more able to remain Bigger, Stronger,
Wiser and Kind during challenging moments. Supporting staff wellbeing is therefore not optional; it is
foundational to children’s emotional security.

When children have secure relationships, they become more resilient, empathetic, and confident. They
learn that emotions can be managed, adults are safe, and mistakes are part of learning and can be fixed.
This security helps them explore their world with courage. By creating safe, connected, and inclusive
spaces, Little Green Steps supports both individual wellbeing and the health of our whole community.

Practical Strategies: The Thumb in Action
1. Daily Emotional Check-In Ritual

Task: Create a morning visual board with feeling cards (cards can be purchased or handmade).
Focus: Emotional literacy and co-regulation.
Strategy:

e Invite each child to choose how they feel.
¢ Validate the emotion without correction (“You're feeling frustrated this morning.”)
e Offer co-regulation tools if needed.

Why it works: Naming emotions reduces nervous system activation and builds emotional vocabulary.
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2. Belonging Mapping

Task: Create a “Who’s Important to Me” display.
Focus: Identity and belonging.
Strategy:

¢ Invite families to share photos or stories.

o Display them at the child's eye level.

o Refer to them during transitions (“You miss Dad today. Let’s send him a drawing.”)
Why it works: Visual cues support attachment security and cultural inclusion.
3. Safe Space Reset Corner

Task: Design a calm-down area (not a time-out space).
Focus: Regulation, not punishment.
Strategy:

¢ Include sensory tools (soft fabric, weighted toy, visual breathing prompts).
¢ Teach children how to use it before they are dysregulated.
e Sit nearby and co-regulate.

Social Work Link: This reflects strengths-based, trauma-informed practice and promotes self-regulation
rather than compliance.
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