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Photo: School Readiness in Action 
“Child-Led Scribbles with Preschoolers” with the  

Macaulay Child Development Centre’s Early Literacy Specialist Program 

at the Don Valley West Ontario Early Years Centre.  
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“Help! My Child Won’t 

Sit at Circle!” 
Thana* just started attending 

family time programs with her three 

year old son.  But she has concerns 

about his participation in circle 

times. “He doesn’t want to sit for 

circle. He seems interested in other 

things. I’m not sure what to do.” 
  

We know that circle time is 

important for building early 

literacy skills as well as 

community-building and helping 

children develop a sense of 

belonging. Sometimes though, 

families aren’t aware that circle 

time also helps children build 

their school readiness and 

attention skills. Over time, 

children learn to focus on a group 

activity, song or story.  
 

OEYC Perspectives: The 

Continuum of Development 
Joanna Szulc, Don Valley West 

Ontario Early Years Family 

Support Practitioner explains: 

“Children develop at different 

rates and it’s important to share 

this information with parents. 

And, there are a variety of circle 

strategies that can help scaffold 

attention skills across the 

continuum of development.  
  

Even before starting circle, 

pairing consistent visual and 

auditory cues can really help 

children with the transition. For 

example, using a picture of a 

clock and singing the “two more 

minutes” song lets children know 

that clean up and circle time will 

be starting soon.” (continued on p. 2)  

Inclusive Strategies That Build Young Children’s Attention 

Using ELF-Informed Interactions 
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Tips for Helping Young  

Children Feel Engaged at 

Circle Time (continued from p 1) 

Feeling connected and engaged 

in circle can be challenging for 

children. If their child doesn’t 

seem interested, sometimes it can 

be confusing for the child’s family.  
 

Tina Osahan, Macaulay Child 

Development Centre Program 

Worker at the Eglinton-Lawrence 

Ontario Early Years Centre shares 

some tips for helping engage young 

children in circle: 
 

“We don’t expect young children to 

sit still for extended periods of 

time, so it’s important to increase 

the action in a circle to suit the 

developmental stages of the 

group,” Osahan explains. 
 

“Using dance, action, movement, 

props, instruments like shakers, 

and even fidget toys during circle 

time can really increase children’s 

access to the circle. It can also give 

families fun, play-based learning 

ideas to try at home.” 

New Research 
New research is highlighting the 

connection between attention 

and persistence skills, and 

learning. A 2013 study published 

in Early Childhood Research 

Quarterly looked at over 400 

preschool children. It showed that 

preschoolers who were able to 

pay attention and persist with a 

task were fifty percent more likely 

to complete post-secondary 

education by age 25.  
 

It’s important to note that this 

study is not causal. The study only 

shows a connection between 

preschool attention skills and 

university completion in later life. 

Although we don’t know all of the 

reasons for this connection, it’s 

worth noticing when it comes to 

early learning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Connection between 

Attention in Preschool, 

and Grade One 

A second study (2011, Early 

Childhood Research Quarterly) 

linked attention skills in preschool 

with academic achievement in 

grade one.  

 

The authors argue that that 

“children’s emotion knowledge 

and attention skills are two key 

components” of early childhood 

development that lead to success 

in school.  (continued on p. 3) 

 

“children’s emotion 

knowledge and 

attention skills are 

two key components” 

(of early learning) 
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(continued from p 2) 

The study concluded that 

preventative early learning 

activities and interventions that 

support children’s emotional and 

attention development could 

improve academic success later on.   

 

Strategies in OEYCs 
Tina Osahan and her colleagues at 

the Ontario Early Years regularly 

use these kinds of strategies to 

help children connect and learn 

during circle times. Osahan 

highlights some of the approaches 

she uses in OEYC programs:  

 

“Modeling attention-building 

strategies for parents to try at 

home with their children is 

important,” Osahan notes. “For 

example, some children need a 

“fidget item” (a small, quiet item, 

book or toy) to help a young child 

focus on a book or story. Although 

holding a quiet object might be an 

unnecessary distraction for some 

children, for others, having a tactile 

experience or comfort item can 

help them focus for longer periods 

of time and be part of the story.” 
 

“Every child learns differently, and 

creating a learning environment 

that includes everyone is a priority. 

It also fosters a community where 

parents and caregivers can support 

and share ideas with one another” 

says Osahan. 
 

Joanna Szulc also emphasizes the 

value of building an inclusive 

learning community:  
 

“When children have special needs, 

it’s essential to let families know 

that the child and the family are 

not being judged. The OEYC is a 

wonderful place to try out 

different strategies for learning 

through play, building attention, 

and working on school readiness 

skills.  Creating a supportive 

environment is essential because 

a lot of support comes from other 

families in the community.  We’ve 

seen huge, positive changes for 

families and children this way.”  
  

*Family names have been changed for this story. 

 

 

 

 

Tools, Tips and Strategies 
 

Inclusive Circles That Help Young 

Children Build Attention Skills  
 

� Remind families that children 

develop skills at different rates. 
  

� Support parents and caregivers to 

observe and recognize their 

child’s skill level, and respond with 

adult interactions that support 

the child’s next learning steps.  
  

� Help children build their attention 

and stay involved during circle by 

increasing the activity and energy 

levels of the circle with songs and 

stories that use movement, play, 

instruments, props, and dance. 
  

� Include all children in the circle, 

even if they are standing at the 

perimeter (edges) of the room.  
  

� A reassuring smile, eye contact 

and 0ffering circle props to all 

children can communicate 

acceptance. Positive reinforcement 

can help children develop a 

positive self-concept, and avoid 

the sense that they are 

“disappointing” others. This can 

make it easier for some children 

to re-join the circle later. 
  

� Support families with special 

needs by creating a welcoming, 

non-judgmental environment. 
 

� Let families with children who are 

struggling with attention or with 

circle participation know that the 

OEYC is a place where they can 

learn about and try out various 

strategies to support their child. 
 

� Offer suggestions for families 

such as adult-child joint attention 

during the circle, increasing 

physical proximity, etc. to help 

their child feel more connected. 

Looking for the original 

research used in this story? 
McClelland, M. M., Acock, A. C., 

Piccinin, A., Rhea, S. A., & Stallings, M. 

C. (2012). Relations between 

preschool attention span-persistence 

and age 25 educational outcomes. 

Early Childhood Research Quarterly. 28 

(2013) 314– 324 
 

Rhoades, H. K. Warren; Domitrovich, 

C.E.; Greenberg, M.T.   Examining the 

link between preschool social–

emotional competence and first grade 

academic achievement: The role of 

attention skills. Early Childhood 

Research Quarterly 26 (2011), 182-191 

Tips to Share with Families 
Using a flexible, play-based 

approach that allows young 

children to use toys or other 

items during traditionally “non 

toy” activities can make learning 

easier for some children. 
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Coming Soon: Literacy Leaders 
 

 

 

 

 

Toronto’s Early Literacy Team 
Maria Velasquez - West Quadrant x327    Macaulay Child Development Centre 

Ruth Gayle - North Quadrant x338     2010 Eglinton Ave. West, Suite 400 

Cathy Webb - East Quadrant x329     Toronto, Ontario M6E 2K3  

Dave Page - South Quadrant x328     416-789-7441 
Susan Gowans – Program Manager x235         www.macaulaycentre.org 

 

Counting Song (Ojibwe Words) 
(to the tune of Frère Jacques) 

 

Ojibwe Words    English Words 

 

Bay-zhik, Knee-sh, Sw-eh, Knee-win  One, Two, Three, Four 

Bay-zhik, Knee-sh, Sw-eh, Knee-win  One, Two, Three, Four 

Naa-nan Naa-nan Naa-nan   Five, Five, Five. 

Naa-nan Naa-nan Naa-nan   Five, Five, Five. 

(repeat)     (repeat) 

ELF PRINCIPLES 

HIGHLIGHTED IN THIS 

ISSUE 
 

  

Principle # 3: 

Respect for diversity, equity and 

inclusion are prerequisites for 

honouring children’s rights, optimal 

development and learning. 
  

Principle # 5:  

Play is a means to early learning that 

capitalizes on children’s natural 

curiosity and exuberance. 

ELF INTERACTIONS TIP 
When modeling adult-child interactions 

for families, show how you observe the 

child first, and respond to what the child is 

interested in. 

Example: “I can see that Bina knows how 

to mix the water and sand together. She’s 

asking to add more water. What will 

happen when you add more water, Bina?” 
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“ELECT” or “ELF”? 

 

The ELECT (Early Learning for Every Child Today) document 

remains the same, but the name has changed. ELECT is now 

referred to as “ELF” (Early Learning Framework). 

Book 
Recommendation 
Check out this toddler-friendly story, 

Powwow’s Coming, by Linda 

Boyden. It features rhyme, beautiful 

pictures, accessible vocabulary and a 

wonderful story. 

ISBN 978-0-8263-4265-2 

The next Literacy Leader event will take place on: 

Tuesday, October 29th, from 1:15 to 3:45 pm 

Location: University and Dundas area  

Look for more details in our fall Literacy Leaders flyer! 


