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What is mental well-being?
According to the Mental Health Foundation, good mental health starts in infancy. Strong bonds created in the first 
five years of a child’s life are crucial to their resilience and well-being is the key to their future mental health. The 
Mental Health Foundation reported in 2019 that one in 10 children and young people are affected by mental health 
issues, so it is paramount that we promote and support children’s personal, social and emotional development in the 
early years.

Well-being is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as, ‘the state of being comfortable, healthy or happy’. The 
defining meaning by the New Economics Foundation is “well-being can be understood as how people feel and how 
they function, both on a personal and social level and how they evaluate their lives as a whole.”

There is lots of advice and guidance available and you should make it a priority to upskill in this area, learning as much 
as you can to support our children.
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There are six areas that need to be considered when 
thinking of mental health and well-being in children.  

The six areas of well-being

A child’s well-being is the centre 
of early years practice and is 
fundamental to all aspects 
of learning. It is beneficial to 
reflect on each of the six areas 
of well-being and how they are  
embedded in daily practice - 
what the setting is already doing 
and how it can improve.
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Activities, experiences and tips 
to promote mental well-being
The following experiences will support children’s well-being and promote 
their engagement, emotional literacy, interactions and much more. 

Too much colour or stimulation can negatively affect 
children’s well-being. Create calm spaces for children 
to just be themselves; to choose to lie down or just to 
sit quietly.  

Soft and neutral is best. Add a calming basket with 
items like soft cushions with different textures and 
tools to support breathing deeply; for example scented 
objects, or images of different facial expressions for 
children to explore different emotions. 

Consider which areas of provision are close to the calm 
area which may be noisy or distracting for the children. 
Plan together what this space might look and feel like.  
Spend some time there. How calm does it feel to you?

And don’t forget to plan for the outside too. Create 
quiet areas of the nursery garden with sensory 
planting. Fresh air and space can be the calmest place 
for children. The impact of increased contact with 
nature on mental health is well documented - as little 
as five minutes of ‘green exercise’ can improve mood 
and self-esteem by a significant margin and it’s never 
too early to start.

Calm spaces

Calm area inside or out

Calming nursery garden
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Activities for children 
birth to 2-years-old
Here are a few ideas for teaching children about sustainability.

Peaceful surroundings: 
Make a cosy area, with cushions and soft 
toys. Lie down on the floor on your back, 
tummies facing the ceiling (adults should 
join in this too) turn the lights down or off 
and maybe play some relaxing music or 
sing some favourite songs.

Nature walk:  
Simply being outdoors is relaxing and 
gives children a sense of freedom. A trip 
to the park or into the local environment 
provides children with the opportunity 
to experience different noises and 
sensations; such as birds singing, running 
rivers and the breeze on their faces. If 
children are able to walk and it is safe to 
do so, let them explore the outdoor space. 
For those who aren’t yet mobile, make 
sure they are sat up in the pram so that 
they can enjoy looking at the different 
scenery, point out the sounds, animals 
and people; all the things that make the 
experience calming.Nature Walk

Cuddly stories

Bubbles: 
Blowing different sized bubbles for the 
children to see and touch can be fun, and 
relaxing. 

Cuddly story times: 
Encourage the children to hear you 
reading a story whilst they hold their 
favourite soft toy and feel the textures.  
This can be short but is a very beneficial 
activity. Story books with different 
textures in them allow even young 
children to explore using touch.
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Activities for children 
3 to 5-years-old

Positive affirmations: 
Using positive affirmations can have beneficial 
effects when used consistently and 
promote self-esteem, confidence 
and self-belief. A nice way to do 
this is to use a daily affirmation 
calendar. You can find these on the 
internet or make your own. 
Each day has a different positive 
word for you to say with the 
children. You can explore what 
the words mean, how we can say 
them and feel them. This helps 
to adopt positive language in the setting too.  
Children can create their own calendar or create 
an ‘Affirmation jar’ – full of positive words. This 
experience will help to extend their emotional literacy.

Relaxation and imagination: 
When children are busy it means their brains 
are busy too. Have you ever been to an all-
day course or conference? How do you feel 
afterwards? Perhaps more tired than usual?  
The children’s days are like this almost every 
day, with so much to do and explore: learning 
all of the time. We need to encourage times to 
be still, times to relax, times to rejuvenate.  
Clear a space, lie down on the floor on your 
backs, tummies facing the ceiling (adults should 
join in this too) turn the lights down or off, 
maybe play some relaxing music, or maybe 
quietly read a story.  

Relaxing time

Sensory walk: 
Being outdoors and recognising all the amazing and 
different things in our environment can help children 
to feel calmer and focus on their surroundings. Take 
children on a sensory walk. Explain to them before 
you go that you want them to listen out for as 
many different nature sounds as they can, to notice 
the warmth on their face, or the feel of rain drops 
on a rainy day. For maximum effectiveness, try to 
go somewhere quiet with less road noise, so that 
children can listen out for animals, water and the 
wind whistling through the trees.
When you get back to the setting, talk to the children 
about what they heard and felt. Create pictures and 
talk about how the different experiences made them 
feel in their bodies.

Positive words

Breathing activity: 
Deep breathing calms and relaxes the whole mind 
and body. By learning how to breathe correctly, 
we can tap into this amazing feeling whenever 
we need to. When doing this with children, get 
creative! Make some breathing 
dragons by using a paper cup or 
coned cardboard and attaching 
some tissue paper on the ends. 
Encourage the children to get the 
dragon to breathe fire. Make or 
buy some windmills and take big 
deep breaths in through the nose 
and out through the mouth. You 
can see a video of a child doing 
this here: bit.ly/2Syeb1E

Breathing deeply
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Experiences for all ages:

Lavender is closely linked to relaxation and some 
studies suggest lavender can help with anxiety 
and fear. Playing with playdough, putty and clay 
are all ways to get the fine motor skills moving and 
stimulate our senses. By using lavender in the putty 
recipe, children are using the senses of touch, smell 
and sight as well as generating calm.

Lavender playdough

What you’ll need
• 1 cup of flour
• ½ cup of salt
• 3 tbsp cream of tartar
• 1 tbsp oil
• ½ cup of boiling water
• 10 to 20 drops of lavender essential oil
• Purple food colouring (or another colour which you 

find calming such as green).

Make calming lavender playdough

Here’s what to do
1. Combine the flour, salt, cream of tartar, oil, boiling 

water and lavender essential oil in a mixing bowl. Stir 
until mix is a putty-like texture

2. Add the purple food colouring and stir again
3. The best part! Add glitter to your mixture. If you 

choose not to add glitter, you may need to add more 
flour, so the mixture isn’t too sticky

4. Wait about 20 minutes until your putty is cool
5. Squeeze and let your anxiety disappear!
6. Remember to take deep breaths.

You can find more activities like this in our publication: Children’s 
Well-being – Tips to tune in to children’s emotions. Available from 
NDNA’s online shop at www.ndna.org.uk/childrens-well-being
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Positive changes for all
Look closely at daily routines 
Identify daily routines that may be challenging or stressful 
for children. 
For example, snack time. Consider whether the snack time is 
too long for them to cope with? Are there too many children? 
Is it too noisy? Could you make it more fun? A nice idea for 
snack time is to have a ‘conversation box’. Put pictures in the 
box for the children to choose with a topic they can talk to their 
friends about. A snack shop or snack stop can work well and 
can be adapted to suit your current cohort of children. Always 
think about how your routine can be improved to reduce stress, 
always putting the children at the centre.

Positive language challenge 
Set yourself a challenge to avoid using the words ‘no’ and 
‘don’t’ for just a few hours - as long as children’s safety is not 
at risk. Share with children what you want them to do, instead 
of what we don’t want them to do. If they are struggling, try 
to give them age appropriate options e.g. ‘shall we collect the 
animals in the basket or stand them up on the shelf?’ Consider 
the words you are using when speaking to children. You can 
change how they respond.

And finally… 
There are many simple ways to foster emotional and mental 
well-being in children. Free play, time in the outdoors, good 
nutrition, acknowledging and supporting a child’s interests, 
providing space for children to be creative and allowing 
children to express their emotions can all help.

NDNA has produced a range of 
resources to support mental well-being 
including:
NDNA publication – Children’s Well-
being – Tips to tune in to children’s 
emotions
www.ndna.org.uk/childrens-well-being

Face-to-face training – Promoting 
Emotional Well-being and Thinking
www.ndna.org.uk/emotional-well-being

NDNA Well-being hub
www.ndna.org.uk/well-being-resources

FREE online course on Supporting 
Well-being in the Early Years 
Workforce
www.ndna.org.uk/well-being

More well-being activities and 
tips in our myNDNA community 
at www.ndna.org.uk/myndna
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Promote well-being with this range of calming, 
sensory and explorative resources from TTS 

Mark Making Sequin and 
Mirror Daisy Frame Silver
Children will be drawn to 
these tactile flowers as 
they experiment with the 
engaging surface and peer 
into the mirror petals to see 
their reflection! These flowers 
are a calming and absorbing 
resource.
www.tts-group.co.uk - 
EY11551

Texture Basket Collection 
A rich, sensory and open-
ended textures collection 
to spark children’s curiosity, 
awe and wonder. Encourage 
children to explore the velvety 
materials, the crinkly fabrics 
and the soft, snuggly faux fur. 
www.tts-group.co.uk - 
EY10441 

Light Up Twist and Turn 
Spinning Tops 
Children of all ages will 
enjoy using this innovative, 
rechargeable and fascinating 
collection of three rotating 
tops, which illuminate when 
spun. Underpin a range 
of key skills as children 
experiment, explore and 
make discoveries about how 
they can get the tops to light 
up, whirl and twirl. 
www.tts-group.co.uk - 
EY10972

Light up Mirror Infinity 
Circle 
Peer into the mirror as it gives 
the illusion of a sparkly tunnel 
with beads of light that 
children will be fascinated 
and enthralled with. This 
mirror will be a great addition 
to any sensory room or role 
play area. 
www.tts-group.co.uk - 
EY11032

Electronic Discovery 
Doors 
A wooden wall panel featuring 
five magical doors, each with 
30 seconds of recording time. 
Personalise each door with 
sounds, messages, stories 
and instructions and use the 
slotted space behind each for 
your own inserts!
www.tts-group.co.uk- 
EY10010

Pop up sensory space  
A calming, safe sensory space 
for children to relax, unwind 
or explore. This lightweight 
pop-up area is perfect as 
a relaxing, quiet or calm 
zone, away from noise and 
distractions for children to 
chill out. Alternatively, use 
with lighted objects and 
UV equipment for sensory 
exploration.
www.tts-group.co.uk - 
SD10015

Glow pebbles 
A set of 12 rechargeable 
illuminated pebbles that can 
be stacked and rolled for 
engaging sensory learning. 
A great resource for sensory 
rooms and a novel way of 
encouraging children to 
experiment and explore.
www.tts-group.co.uk - 
EY07307

NEW Light up Tactile 
Glow Spheres
A set of light-up, textured 
balls with intricate designs, 
that can be used for mark-
making, fine motor skills, and 
calming activities. Each has a 
raised pattern, and are lovely 
to hold and manoeuvre on 
different surfaces. 
www.tts-group.co.uk - 
EY10974

Baby Natural Soft Furnishings collection
Enhance your environment with these 
beautifully made tactile cushions, basket and 
snuggly soft blanket in these themed colours. 
This collection makes a lovely, welcoming 
addition to spaces and corners in your setting 
(pictured left).
www.tts-group.co.uk - EY11604

Den Building with Crates Kit
Children can use their imaginations 
and develop key STEM skills with this 
open-ended den building kit. They will 
also develop their creative skills as they 
dream up a cave, a castle, water run or 
forest hideaway!
www.tts-group.co.uk - E02875

https://www.tts-group.co.uk/mark-making-sequin-mirror-and-daisy-frames/1017557.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/mark-making-sequin-mirror-and-daisy-frames/1017557.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/texture-basket-collection/EY10441.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/texture-basket-collection/EY10441.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/light-up-tactile-glow-spheres/1017360.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/light-up-tactile-glow-spheres/1017360.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/light-up-mirror-infinity-circle/EY11032.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/light-up-mirror-infinity-circle/EY11032.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/electronic-discovery-doors/EY10010.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/electronic-discovery-doors/EY10010.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/pop-up-sensory-space-black/SD10015.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/pop-up-sensory-space-black/SD10015.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/illuminated-sensory-glow-pebbles-12pcs/EY07307.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/illuminated-sensory-glow-pebbles-12pcs/EY07307.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/light-up-tactile-glow-spheres/1017360.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/light-up-tactile-glow-spheres/1017360.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/baby-natural-soft-furnishings-collection/1019071.html
https://www.tts-group.co.uk/den-building-with-crates-kit/1000555.html
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National Day Nurseries Association
At NDNA, we don’t just provide nursery membership, lobby government and offer 
training, we are dedicated to making a difference. We are a charity that believes in 
quality and sustainability so we put our members’ businesses at the very heart of ours. 
We enhance, support, nurture, cherish and challenge. 

Every year we run an annual Healthy Body, Happy Me campaign to encourage better 
health and happiness by giving nurseries FREE resources for play, learning and fun.  
Get involved with our 2020 campaign and help keep your children happy and healthy.

healthy body
happy me 2020
WELL-BEING

This guide has been co-authored by Stacy Mann. 
Stacy has worked in early years for almost 20 
years. She runs a training and consultancy business 
called Early Years Training Network and is also an 
associate trainer for NDNA. Stacy embarked on a 
new journey of well-being five years ago, becoming 
a Relax Kids coach. 

Relax Kids is a unique method of introducing 
children to relaxation. It can help their concentration 
skills, listening skills, creativity skills, self-esteem, 
and mental and physical health. It revolves around 
elements of social and emotional aspects of learning. 
Children are asked to complete activities including 
movement, games, breathing and stretching, 
massage, affirmation and visualisation. Find out 
more at www.relaxkids.com

Stacy Mann

http://www.relaxkids.com

