CELEBRATING PLAY AND FINDING
JOY IN NEURODIVERGITY IN THE
FAMILY DAY CARE ENVIRONMENT.
NEURODIVERSITY AFFIRMING
PRACTICE

By Ashton Posch
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[Ck BREAKER ACTIVITY
T TosT T WITe WhaT o0 Thnke e oo ey

aftirming practice is

What assumptions do | hold {consciously
What does revrodiversity mean in the or unconsciously) about "typical " vs
context of my family day care service! “atypical" ways of thinking,

communicating, learning, or behaving?



WHAT [5 NEURODIVERSITY?

W Understanding

Neurodiversity in

FDC

idea that there is natural variation
i the uman brairrin how people
think, feel, learn, communicate, and
interact. |t reminds us that
neurological differences such as
autism ADHD,
dyslexia,Tourette's,
andsensory
processing
differences arenot
problems to be fixed, but part of

human diversity-just like cultural

The term wes first introduced by
Australian sociologist Ju d y
Sinqer, whowanted fo move
away from the medical model and
towards an understanding of
difference, not disorder

In Family Day Care, this means we
honour each childs uniq u e
way of beinqg-induding
how they play; requlate emotions,
socialise, and experience the world.




NEURODIVERSITY AFFIRMING PRACTICE

Core idea: Neurodivergence is a
natural form of human diversity; not &

Affirm ing Practice defct (Singer, 1998, Walker, 2021)

Neurodiversity-

Application in FDC:
EYLE v 2 Lin k: Principles of equity Educators design environments where
inclusion, and diversity — educators atistic, ADHD, dyslexic, and other
adapt environments, not children. neurodivergent children's differences are

celebrated as strengths




NEURD-AKE[RMING ELEMENT

e [hildren choose how to express themselves (drawing, speaking, showing)

 focusisonw hat children can do and enjoy, noton
challenges or deficits

o Poer celebration helps normalise difference and atfirm neurodivergent identities

o Lducator actively validates all contributions {e.q, " Ihat's wonderful that you love
lining up cars. That's a strength in noticing order and patterns’)



NEURODIVERSITY-AFFIRMING PRACTICE IN PLAY:

supporting bvery Child's Right to Play
in Australian family Day Care dettings

*Departmentof tducation
(Australian bovernment,

027)

K@/O/]g/ﬁg/ K@/ﬁg 07/]0/ K@(Oﬁ?/ﬁg /%5) Z%/é/ /é)é’/f Play is positioned as central to learning and Outcome - (Alden rave a strong sense of identily

wellbeing, with an emphasis on talloring experiences - explicitly links to celebrating individualty and

/gd’)/ﬁ//?g //c?/)?EWO//( /6/ /405[1/07//0’} %/ﬁ@ﬁ /& to individual strengths and ways of being diverse ways of learning



IN'A FAMILY DAY CARE CONTEXT..

ebamily Day Care Australia o FDCA publications and professional learning
(FDCA). modules stress valuing educators and children's

My fime. Qur Place: Framework for Scnool Age diverse strengths, supporting inclusion in flexible
(are (updated alongside LILF vZ, 2072) DU settings.

e Aftirms small group, relationship-based pedagogy
in FDC as an opportunity for tailored,
neurodiversity-affirming practice.



o Artas Communication
o Achid with limited verbal language is provided with cay and paint as an alternative way to express ideas.
 The educator documents the child's artwork and later revisits it with the child to co-construct meaning

o Qutcome: The child's vaice s honoured, and play becomes a bridge to communication and identity

o Small-World Play for Social Strengths
o Two chidren {one with ADHD, one neurotypical] create a small-world construction with blocks and figurines.

o The educator scaffolds tur-taking by encouraging them to narrate what their characters are doing, rather than enforcing strict rules

Outcome: Social play builds naturally, with strengths in imagination and storyteling affirmed

REAL LI

o (utdoor Risky Play for Autonomy

A child with sensory processing differences seeks cimbing challenges in the outdoor area

Instead of stopping them, the educator introduces safe but challenging aptions (rape ladder, tree logs, balance boards)

EXAMPLE)

Outcome: The child's need for vestibular input is mef, confidence grows, and peers are inspired to try

o IMusic&Movement for Regulation
o P d-year-old autistic child who seeks sensory input through movement is offered music and dance time each morning
o The educator joins in, sometimes with scarves or ribbons, turning it info a group rhythm game

o (utcome: The child is requlated, peers enjoy moving together, and the child's love of music is valued rather than seen as "too much."
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WORKS
AIM
10 PRACTICE IDENTIFYING NEURODIVERGENT BEHAVIOURS IN
FAMILY DAY CARE AND REFRAMING THEM THROUGH A
NEURODIVERSITY-AFFIRMING LENS.

0P ACTIVITY: REFRAMING TOGET

K




SLENARIOS

Scenario ] Scenario /

o Ll refuses o join messy play activities e finger —® Max rocks back and Torth when he is waiting for

D3ining [ransitions



REFRAME AND PLAY RESPONGE

Retram e: thaknows her sensory
preferences and demonstrates self-awareness

Play Response: Provide alternatives
ike brushes, sponges, or digital drawing; respect
ner choice and allow other creative outlets




REFRAME AND PLAY RESPONGE

Reframe:Maxisself-requlating
and calming his body with

rhythmic movement,

Play Response: Add transition rituals that
include movement (songs with actions, clapping games);
provide a rocking chair or balance board as a requlation
tool




OIRENGIH)
BASED

APPROACH

WhatisaStrengths-Based Approach?
Focuses on what children can ot rather than what they cannot
Recognises each childs unique abiltes, interests, and ways of being (indluding neurodivergence)

Sees educators and families as partners, each bringing their own strengths to children's learning.

Why It Fits FDC

Family Day Care settings are uniquely positioned to apply a strengths-based approach because:

Small groups alow educstors to deeply know each child

Home-like environments provide flexible opportunities to embed children’s strengths in everyday routines

(lose partnerships with fam ilies ensure educators leam about strengths from the child's world outside care

Examples in Practice

(hild -led projects: Achild who loves dinosaurs inspires a group excavation play in the sandpit, inteqrating lteracy (naming dinosaurs), science (fossils), and art (dinosaur drawing
Sensory strengths: Achldwho seeks deep pressure is given heavy work jobs [carying watering cans, moving cushions) that buld confidence rather than being redirected away
(reative expression: Anaulisficchild who scripts movie lines is invited to turn those info @ puppet play for peers, bulding communication skills while celebrating their passion
Fam ily strengths: Aparentwho is o keen cook shares @ recipe; the educator invies children to cook together, linking learning to culture and family identiy.

Fducator strengths: Aneducator skiled in storyteling uses oral stories to connect with children who have limited attention for books, making literacy accessible in flexble ways

ENF v2 Links
Principle: Fquity,inclusion and diversity — Al childrens strengths and identites are acknowledged
Practice: Responsiveness to children — Educlors adapt programs to children’ strengths, rather than expecting children to adapt to rigid routines

learning Outcomes T8& 2 Chidren feel a strong sense of identty and connectedness when their strengths are affirmed.



Strenqgths-Based Practice +M ultiple
Intelligences

STRENGTHS- Why this tits FD (:
BASED PRACTICE “S.ma!’l‘group s”ettmgs make it easier to notice and build on each child's unique
. MUL-HPLE intelligences

Neurodivergent children often show strong abilities in specific domains (e.q., musical,

INTELLIGENCES Dodily-kinesthetic) that may be overlooked in mainstream settings

A strengths-based lens affirms these as assess for learning, rather than focusing on

" deficits."




HOWAR)
ARNER S
[HEORY OF

MULIIPE
IVIELLIGENCES

o linguistic: Achild who loves telling stories is invited to co-create qroup books or
record voice stories.

* logical-M athematical: Achild who lines up cars s offered patterning
games or sorting challenges that affirm this way of thinking

o M usical: dinging routines for transitions (packing up, handwashing) make daily

rhythms predictable and joyful

e Bodily-Kinesthetic: Quldoor risky play, cimbing, and movement qames support
requlation and confidence

e Spatial: Providing loose parts for design and construction {blocks, recycled bores) allows
visual-spatial thinkers to shine.

 Interpersonal: Achildwhois naturally empathetic is given "helper” roles
(welcoming peers, feeding pets)

 Intrapersonal: Quiet spaces, journals, or drawing time affirm children who are
reflective and need calm

 Naturalistic: Gardening, caring for animals, and exploring bush spaces build on
children’s connection to nature



10 SUMMARISE.

Howard Gardners Multiple lore idea: Intelligence isnot a Relevance to neuro-affirming,
Intelligences single measure (I0) but a strengths-based practice:
spectrum of capacities. Affirrns that children learn and express themselves in different ways

Validates children's “islands of ability" (often seen in autistic children).

ffers practical entry points for inclusive play design in FOC e.q, music,
movernent, nature).



Principle: tquity, Inclusion and Diversity — Recognising anc
affirming different intelligences s inclusive practice.

EY]_F VZ Practice: Responsiveness to Children — Programs are adapted to
children's strengths

OQutcome T(ldentity) &4 (lonfident and Involved

learners): Chidrens unique capabilities are seen, valued, and extended.

attirm ing practice by using Gardners M ultiple
Intelligences asapractical toolto recognise strengths,

and HlE viprovides the frameworkto linkthis to




ACTIVITY: STRENGTH-BASED LEARNING PROGRAM
(REATION

o Step 1 ldentify Strengths

* Fach group member shares one personal strength (e, singing, storytelling, organisation, drawing, gardening, technology)

o Record these on a large sheet of paper

e Step 2 Imagine as Children

o Prefend each group member is a 3-5-year-old child in Family Day Care who brings that same strength
o Step 3 Designa Play Bxperience

*  Asa group, create one simple learning experience that integrates everyone’s strengths

*  The experience should be
o Play-based
*  Inclusive and neurodiversity-affirming

o Redlitic for a Family Day Care setting
o Step 4 Share Back

* Droups present their activity idea to the room in -3 minutes



REFLECTING ON
SIRENGTHS-
BASED PRACTICES

Reflection Questions for Fucators

T Seeing Children Differently

Do | focus first on what each child can o

How do | notice strengths in play - creativity, problem-solving, leadership, humour, persistence?
Am [ valuing neurodivergent children's unique ways of engaging as strengths”

2 Designing Play Experiences

How do | plan experiences that build on the strengths ['ve observed?

Do | use a child's hyper-interest {e.q, dinosaurs, music, Leqo) as a qateway to broader learning outcomes?
Do | allow for multiple pathways of participation so every child's strengths can shine?

3 Hucator &Family Strengths

How do | bring my own strengths e, music, qardening, storytelling) into play experiences!
How do | invite families to share their knowledge, culture, and strengths with the qroup?

§ Environment &Relationships

Does my environment offer open-ended materials that let children show their strengths?

Do | see challenging behaviours as unmet needs rather than deficits, and respond with curiosity



REFLECTING ON
NEURODIVERSE

AFFIRMING
PRACTICE IN EDC

Retlecting as FDCtducators

How do | celebrate every child's uniqueness!

Am | seeing benaviour as communication, not " misbehaviour'/

Do my play experiences affirm all learning styles!

How can | keep growing in neurodiversity-atfirming practice!



KLY TAKEAWAYS

Strengths'and IS Adapt environments, not
are valid learning |
children

pathways

Neurodivergence is

ey Takeaways identity, not deficit

Play should have [anquage matters - [ FDU settings are uniquely
multiple entry points for choose atfirming, placed to celebrate every
all learners strengths-based words child's uniqueness
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