
 Children’s conflicts over toys, space, and friendships create many challenges 
for teachers and parents.  
You, the early childhood professional, play a key role in helping children grow 
into responsible, caring members of our society. This course presents effective 
ways to help children resolve conflicts and methods for teaching these 
concepts to very young children. This course includes some of the most fun, 
educational, and innovative activities we have seen!  
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Conflict arises from differences, both large and small. It occurs whenever 
people disagree over their values, motivations, perceptions, ideas, or desires. 
Sometimes these differences appear trivial, but when a conflict triggers strong 
feelings, a deep personal need is often at the core of the problem. These 
needs can be a need to feel safe and secure, a need to feel respected and 
valued, or a need for greater closeness and intimacy. 
Everyone needs to feel understood, nurtured, and supported, no matter the 
age,  but the ways in which these needs are met vary widely. Differing needs 
for feeling comfortable and safe create some of the most severe challenges in 
our personal and professional relationships.  
Think about the conflicting need for safety and continuity versus the need to 
explore and take risks.  
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Teaching children values is the process by which you help them develop their moral 
compasses. The values children learn as kids will affect how they see the world and 
behave as adults. While it may seem impossible to explain the importance of honesty 
or compassion to a child, showing children how good morals affect others can have a 
great influence on them.  
Step 1:  While we want children to be honest, compassionate, kind, respectful, 
responsible and generous, it may be too confusing for children to understand the 
importance of all values. Rank morals and teach them one at a time so children aren't 
overwhelmed and have a proper chance to learn the importance of each facet of 
morality. 
Step 2:  Self direction entails teaching children to use their own feelings and sense of 
responsibility to decide whether something is right or wrong, and to decide the course 
of action. Self direction takes the place of teaching many morals individually. Talk to 
children and create several hypothetical instances where they would need to assess 
their feelings to make a choice, like a friend being bullied or accidentally taking a toy 
that doesn't belong to them. 
Step 3: This teaches children to look past the moment to see what the consequences 
to their actions are. For instance, if children continually fight with friends, note that 
one day their friends may not want to play with them. If children are caught lying, 
explain that it can make people doubt their stories. Also teach that good morals also 
have good consequences. Always being responsible means that someone may ask 
for their help, and always being kind could net them more friends to play with. 
Step 4:  If you try to teach children good morals while exhibiting less-than-exemplary 
morals yourself, you send a mixed and confusing message to children.  If you make a 
promise, follow through. Show compassion by taking time to listen. Break up fights in 
a fair and even manner and check your temper. Children will soon learn through your 
example that not only is morality important, but a desirable way to deal with others 
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Values are a set of underlying principles and qualities that we use to decide 
what is and isn’t important in our life. 
Principles: these are what we base decisions on e.g. having good family 
relationships, being honest, having purpose, being creative 
Qualities: this is how we would like others to see us e.g. confident, a leader, 
empathic, committed 
  
Before you can set a goal for your life, it helps to understand your values.  
Everyone has a different set of values, and ways in which the values can be 
carried out.  Both values and the way we carry out values can shift and alter 
over a lifetime – values are like a compass, giving a general direction, while 
goals and actions are more like the pathways we take. 
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It can be difficult for a children to see through the argument to the root of the 
issue. By identifying that there is a problem, you allow the children to take a 
step back and calm down. 
 
Communication is essential to resolving conflict, whether it is among the 
children themselves, child care providers or even parents and child care 
providers . Parents and providers who openly communicate with one another 
regarding the care of children can avoid parents being dissatisfied with 
children's activities and supervision. Child care providers who voice their 
differences of opinion with one another throughout the course of the day can 
avert future blowups. Child care providers  who teach children to do the same 
can provide the children with some of the necessary skills to resolve issues on 
their own by talking through their problems. 
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Your posture tells the children that everyone here is an equal part in solving 
the conflict. When you stand from above, you take the power from the children 
and transfer it to yourself. 
 
Approaching the conflict between children in the right way can help mitigate 
the tension and teach them conflict resolution skills. Child care providers  
should calmly approach the children while acknowledging the problem and the 
children's feelings. Conducting a short question-and-answer session to gain 
the necessary information and then restating the problem to the children can 
help them see the conflict. Finally, asking the children involved to take part in 
the resolution by positing their own solutions and choosing one together 
should help dissolve the issue. 
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Children will naturally discard ideas that do not seem fair if they are given time 
to think and talk them through. 
 
Observation also can be key to avoiding and resolving conflict in day care 
centers. Child care providers should simply be more observant and, in doing 
so, step in when it appears that a potential conflict may arise. In most cases, 
the provider can do so prior to any conflict by sensing the child's frustration. 
Acknowledging the child's frustration and directing his/her frustration 
elsewhere can help avoid conflict. This will help solidify the lessons that the 
children have learned since they can clearly see how they have moved from 
conflict to resolution. It will help the situation make sense. 
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The environment of the day care center can be altered or used to mitigate 
conflict, as well. For instance, if children continually are fighting over the same 
toys or playground equipment, having multiple toys or pieces of equipment can 
help resolve the problem. Strategically placing equipment in different places 
throughout the facility can make it much simpler for the day care provider to 
remove a contentious child from a conflict and mediate it. 
Analyze the classroom and see if there are plenty of spaces to play and 
enough toys and materials to share. Conflict happens more frequently in a 
closed-in play space with a single entry. Improving accessibility will minimize 
opportunities for conflict. 
Follow a regular routine, and keep the physical classroom orderly to 
promote a peaceful atmosphere. Young children thrive on predictability. It's 
particularly important to have meals, snack breaks, bathroom breaks and naps 
occur at scheduled times. 
Prepare all classroom materials before class starts.  If impatient preschool 
children have to wait for you to gather materials or cut something out, conflict 
and misbehavior may break out. 
 

9 



The Early Childhood Environment Rating 
Scale, Revised Edition (ECERS-R) provides an overall 
picture of the surroundings that have been created for the 
children and adults who share an early childhood setting. 
The ECERS consists of 43 items that assess the quality of 
the early childhood environment including use of space, 
materials and experiences to enhance children's 
development, daily schedule, and supervision.  
 
Go to the website for more information: 
http://ers.fpg.unc.edu/  
  
You will also find The Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale-Revised at that website  (ITERS) 
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When developing the layout of a preschool classroom, divide the room up into 
the necessary sections. These include, but are not limited to, art, blocks, 
dramatic play, manipulative, music, library, and science. Some instructors also 
include a writing area near the library, and others are lucky enough to have an 
indoor playground as a part of the classroom experience. 
Remember that certain areas require more space than others, such as 
dramatic play and blocks. These areas tend to be noisier than others, and as 
such, they should be grouped together in the classroom. Quieter activities like 
art and reading should also be placed together on the opposite side of the 
room, if possible. To mark the boundaries between the areas, use shelving 
units or colored duct tape on the floor. 
It's important to keep the center of the classroom free from large objects as 
that's where the children assemble in a large circle for story time or show-and-
tell. The walls of the preschool classroom can be decorated with seasonal 
decorations, samples of the children's art, a large wall calendar labeled with 
important dates and activities, a weather chart, and an attendance chart with a 
picture of each child. 
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The optimal environment is one that is geared to the child. Child care 
providers play a large role in the learning environment. Even with the best 
materials, children need guidance and adult interaction to broaden their 
learning experience.  
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What do you see in these pictures as helpful? What doesn’t work? 
Picture 1 - Helpful:  The teacher is able to see all the children in the area  
Picture 1 - Not helpful:  The children can’t reach the toys.  This may lead to 

climbing, frustration 
Picture 2 - Helpful: The children have access to the toys 
Picture 2 - Not helpful:  The books are on top of the counter, not available to 

the children 
What other things do you see in these pictures? 
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The impact of the physical environment is often overlooked….quiet or active, 
stimulating or boring, individual or group, the mix of environments a child is 
exposed to has a tremendous impact on their development. Work spaces, play 
spaces, learning spaces, personal spaces –all must meet the developmental 
needs and requirements of the child. Make sure the childcare environment is 
set up with the child's perspective in mind, so that the child is able to feel the 
most comfortable when being away from home.  
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Conflict is a normal part of life. After all, two people can’t be expected to agree 
on everything, all the time. Learning how to deal with conflict – rather than 
avoiding it – is crucial. When conflict is mismanaged, it can cause great harm, 
but when handled in a respectful, positive way, conflict provides an opportunity 
to teach valuable lessons.  
Conflict triggers strong emotions and can lead to hurt feelings, disappointment, 
and discomfort. When handled in an unhealthy manner, it can cause 
irreparable rifts, resentments, and break-ups. But when conflict is resolved in a 
healthy way, it increases our understanding of one another, builds trust, and 
strengthens our relationship bonds. 
If you are out of touch with your feelings or so stressed that you can only pay 
attention to a limited number of emotions, you won’t be able to understand 
your own needs. And, if you don’t understand your own needs, you will have a 
hard time communicating with the children and staying in touch with what's 
really troubling you.  
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Stress interferes with the ability to resolve conflict by limiting your 
ability to:  
Accurately read another person's nonverbal communication 
Hear what someone is really saying 
Be aware of your own feelings 
Be in touch with your deep-rooted needs 
Communicate your needs clearly 
Why emotional awareness is a key factor in resolving conflict  
Emotional awareness—the consciousness of your moment-to-moment 
emotional experience—and the ability to manage all of your feelings 
appropriately is the basis of a communication process that can resolve conflict.  
Emotional awareness helps you: 
Understand what is really troubling other people 
Understand yourself, including what is really troubling you  
Stay motivated until the conflict is resolved  
Communicate clearly and effectively 
Attract and influence others 
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Being able to manage and relieve stress in the moment is the key to staying 
balanced, focused, and in control, no matter what challenges you face. If you 
don’t know how to stay centered and in control of yourself, you will become 
overwhelmed in conflict situations and unable to respond in healthy ways. 
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Conflict is a "fact of life" but its occurrence can be lessened. When conflict 
cannot be prevented, it can be a teachable moment as adults help children in 
working through the internal issues.  The best way to resolve conflicts is to 
prevent them from happening in the first place. Being observant of the children 
is very important. You may see signs that a child is feeling frustrated or is 
having a hard time with sharing. Many times you can prevent conflict by being 
aware of these things and redirecting the children so that they don’t feel 
frustrated or anxious about a certain situation.  
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