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Really Ready Groups  
 
Part 1 
Background 
Preschool Field Officers (PSFOs) are funded by the Department of Education and Early Childhood 
Development in Victoria to facilitate the inclusion of children into funded kindergartens in the year 
before school. Connections Southern Directorate employs six PSFOs covering seven Local 
Government Authorities.  PSFOs consult with parents and kindergarten teachers when they have 
expressed concerns about areas of development in particular children. 
Preschool Field Officers are committed to inclusion of all children within early childhood educational 
settings and many of the children seen are those who are not fully engaging in their kindergarten 
programs. The PSFOs at Connections have been looking for ways to effectively help these children to 
become more fully engaged with their peers and the programs that they attend. 
A point of difference between children who have very little idea of how to function within their peer 
group in an early childhood educational setting and other children is that they struggle, for one 
reason or another, to use social skills. These children often become isolated and rejected by their 
peers and may become labelled either as “a problem” or may overlooked by the teachers who work 
with them and by their parents. This often leads to negative interactions and this is not productive 
for the child’s growth and development. We conduct Really Ready groups in order to redress this 
situation. 
 
Social development 
Social development refers to the process by which individuals develop the competencies needed to 
conduct themselves to conform to social expectations. During the socialization process children 
learn to establish and maintain relationships with others, to become accepted by others, to get 
along with others and to adapt their behaviour to meet society’s codes and standards (Damon, 
2006). Many teachers and parents think that children have to learn appropriate social behaviours, to 
assume appropriate social roles and develop acceptable social attitudes (Saracho and Spodek, 2007).  
One might question if social conformity is nessessary or desirable but this is a subject for another 
discussion. 
 
Emotional/self regulation, attachment and social skills 
Attachment and self regulation are essential to social and emotional development. Underpinning 
social skills is the ability to relate to others and children begin to learn this through attachment. 
Without attachment children do not develop typically in these domains. Self regulation is an 
important part of emotional development as it allows the child to attend, to persist, to play and to 
explore and these are all skills necessary for school readiness. Approaches to learning have been 
measured in children entering school in the USA and these include persistence, organisation, 
eagerness to learn and attention. These skills cannot develop without attachment (Bernard, 2006). If 
children have not experienced secure attachment in their early years they are unlikely to learn, grow 
and develop in a regular fashion and will probably develop difficulties in later years (Wingecarribbee 
Health Service, 2003). As emotional regulation develops in tandem with a primary caregiver, and 
then as the child grows, with their teachers, it is important that early childhood educators be aware 
of the necessity to include social skills into their curriculum (Trentacosta and Izard cited in Saracho 
and Spodek, 2007). Early childhood educators need to notice when attachment between the parents 
and their children has not been established and refer the families to other professionals where this 
can be facilitated. 
 
 
 



2 
 
 

The importance of social skills in the early years 
Social success is critical for broader success.  Resiliency research shows that children who are better 
at social skills and who are able to resolve conflicts with others are more likely to succeed at school. 
Research also indicates that social skills are of the utmost importance for future development.  
Social skills have been linked to peer acceptance, teacher acceptance, inclusion success and post 
school success (Mc Intyre, 2007; Mostow, et al, 2002). Preschool children’s positive peer interactions 
and social competence are associated with developmental outcomes and academic achievement 
(Brown et al, 2008). Knowledge about emotions and understanding emotions are related to the 
extent that children are liked by their classmates. Children entering into group play with peers and 
children who are more successful socially at school are more likely to enjoy school and have a 
positive outlook on learning. These children tend to have high self esteem and have good emotional 
coping skills. 

The PALS program, an Australian Social Skills Program aimed at teaching children to socialise through 
play, is predicated on the premise that the quality of children’s peer interactions predicts their 
school adjustment in primary school. The PALS program suggests that it is important to teach these 
skills early before the child reaches school (Wingecarribee Health Service, 2003). Adjustment to 
school depends on the child possessing the necessary skills to the demands of the new environment 
(Margetts, 2000). It follows that children who lack personal/social skills can display a variety of 
problems ranging from social withdrawal, shyness and isolation to aggression and anti-social 
behaviour, and these behaviours have been shown to be an effective predictor of poor academic 
performance (King and Boardman, 2006). 
 
What are social skills? 
There is a loose consensis about what social skills are, and and general agreement that well 
established social skills lead to social competance. When reviewing the literature social skills appear 
to be grouped into two groups; self help tasks that children are able to manage such as going to the 
toilet on own, organising and managing their snack and lunch; and other less defined skills, such as, 
asking for help, cooperating  with others, and managing and expressing feelings . In this dicussion we 
are not concerned with the self help skills needed for children to adjust to kindergarten or school 
but rather the skills needed to relate to others in productive ways. 
 
Sone examples of social skills lists are: 

 AEDI (Australian Early Development Index 2007) gathers knowledge aboout children in their 
first year at school and includes 5 developmental domains including social competence. Areas 
listed under this heading are as follows:  

Curiosity about the world 
Eagerness to try new experiences  
Knowledge of the standards of acceptable behaviour in a public place 
Ability  to control own behaviour 
Appropriate respect for adult authority 
Following rules 
Ability to play and work with other children 

 
 PALS teaches  greeting, turn taking, talking and listening, sharing,asking for help, identifying 

feelings, empathy, overcoming fear and anxiety, managing frustration, calming down and 
speaking up (Wingecarribee Health Service, 2003) 
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 Professor Michael Bernard (2006) from the University of Melbourne says that we need to 
teach social competence. He identifies three clusters of social emotional learning skills that 
contribute to the wellbeing of students: 

      Cluster 1.  Resilience: staying calm, controlling ones behaviour and bouncing back 
      Cluster 2.  Positive social orientation: conflict resolution, making friends, empathy.  
      Cluster 3.  Positive work orientation: persistance, organisation,teamwork. 

 
 Examples cited by McIntyre (2007) of social skills for preschoolers are: 

      Skills that will help in later instruction e.g listening skills 
      Skills that enhance success in preschool/school settings e.g. asking a question 

Awareness of own and others feelings e.g. Theory of mind – being able to predict how         
others might feel in a situation and understanding that others may not feel as you do;    
making positive non aggressive choices when faced  with conflict 

      Dealing with stress e.g. what to do when faced with stress 
 

 
Who should be responsible for teaching these social skills and what is deemed important by 
parents and teachers? 
Teachers are social agents, that is, after the family, they assume responsibility for children’s 
socialization processes (Saracho and Spodek, B. 2007). It is for this reason that early childhood 
teachers must include social skills into their programs. 
In a study in Tasmania in 2006 King and Boardman looked at teachers’ and parents’ views about the 
importance of different social skills needed for entry into kindergarten. It is generally  thought that 
the parents and the kindergarten have equal responsibility for ensuring that the children have social 
competence before they get to school as they are the people who have most influence over the 
children’s development. It is claimed that the more similar the expectations the parents and 
teachers have the easier it is for the children to adapt their behaviour accordingly. In this study, both 
teachers and parents thought that children should be toilet trained before entering kindergarten. 
Both groups also placed importance on skills such as sharing, showing concern for others, using 
words rather than aggression to solve problems and persevering in difficult tasks. It is interesting to 
note that these skills are not those regularly found in 4 year old children and therefore the teachers 
and parents may have unrealistic expectations of the children. Parents placed importance on 
different skills from the teachers, such as having manners.  Parents also thought that having a 
general set of social skills before entering the kindergarten was important whereas teachers were of 
the opinion that children would use the kindergarten year to learn these skills (King and Boardman, 
2006). 
 
Groups  
Many professionals recognising the importance of social skills training in young children run small 
groups targeting particular children. Programs that have lower adult-child ratios, smaller group sizes 
and that focus on the development of positive social relationships are associated with positive child 
outcomes, including higher levels of sociability and self regulation, better peer relations and lower 
rates of behaviour problems (Brown et al, 2008). The content of social skills groups varies. Some 
groups use established programs such as PALS which is an Australian education resource developed 
by psychologists and early childhood teachers for use in early childhood classrooms (Wingecarribee 
Health Service, 2003) and some groups use their own programs devised by the staff – such as 
Community Health Centres and Connections. 
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Why run concurrent parent groups? 
Positive and nurturing parenting is one of the most important protective factors associated with 
children’s resilience. Consequently interventions that work with parents to strengthen positive 
parenting, enhance parent-child relationships and reduce coercive and harsh parenting are the most 
effective means of promoting social competence and reducing behaviour problems (Brown et al 
2008).  In addition, positive parenting approaches have been shown to promote children’s emotional 
regulation skills, their school readiness and their ability to manage at school (Webster-Stratton and 
Reid, 2005 in Brown et al, 2008).  
 

Part 2 
Teaching social skills 
We teach social skills to children because these particular children, for one reason or another, have 
not learnt them from everyday life and situations. Children often learn social skills implicitly, but for 
those children who have underdeveloped social skills, more explicit instruction is needed.  In the 
best of all possible worlds typically developing children will learn from being exposed to a variety of 
experiences and situations where they have had opportunities to experiment and take risks in order 
to practice and learn new skills whilst being scaffolded by an attentive caregiver. For instance when 
a child is experiencing difficulties, a parent may encourage the child to solve his or her own problems 
and the parent will be there to help, guide, and advise.  
In our groups we use evidence based practice - looking at outcomes and changes in behaviour to see 
if we have been effective in our teaching. Although to date we have not conducted any rigorous 
evaluations we have enough anecdotal evidence from parents and teachers to let us know that our 
teaching changes the behaviour in the children and that the children are able to generalise the skills 
that they have learnt in the groups into their homes and kindergartens. We have also noticed that 
parents who have more knowledge about child development and behaviour are able to teach their 
children at home.  This helps the child to learn, generalise and maintain the skills. We hope that we 
can attract some funding in the next year so that we can structure and carry out a more rigorous 
evaluation of our groups and the outcomes experienced by the children and the people around 
them.  
 
After much deliberation and discussion, the staff in the Southern Early Childhood team at 
Connections have agreed on the following  skills as being important to learn in the early years before 
school:   
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Entry/approach skills 

 Knowing how to approach another 
person individually or in a group 

 Finding someone to interact with 

 Greeting skills – using children’s names 

 Understanding & reading body language 
 

Being co-operative with others 
(Sometimes referred to as 
maintenance skills) 

 Attending to task & joint 
attention to task 

 Reciprocating interaction – 
responding  to or looking at 
another when they are 
talking 

 Sharing 

 Taking turns 

 Following rules 

 Co-operating 

 Being a leader 

 Being a follower 

Friendship skills 

 Involving others in 
decision making 

 Being inclusive 

 Being assertive 

 Helping others 

 Having empathy 

 Following rules of play 

 Complimenting others 

 Accepting compliments 

 Show appropriate 
affection 

 Recognising, 
understanding & 
responding to feelings 

Communication skills 

 Starting conversations 

 Joint attention – talking about the 
same thing 

 Asking questions 

 Asking for help 

 Sharing information about self & 
ideas 

Conflict resolution skills 

 Using words to solve problems 

 Having the ability to self regulate, to bounce 
back, to be resilient 
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In our social skills groups we emphasise the following:  
 Entry into play 
 Maintaining play 
 Negotiation 
 Requesting 
 Recognising & managing feelings & emotions 
 Recovering from emotional responses 

A note about teaching 
It has become apparent to us, as consultants and practitioners, that many of the teachers and 
caregivers with whom we consult with do not realise the importance of teaching and scaffolding 
children’s learning.  Many children grow and learn without significant intervention, but many do not. 
It is our job as early childhood practitioners to intervene in many different ways to assist learning. 
Teaching is the process by which staff assist and encourage children’s learning. It is a highly dynamic 
process in which staff make decisions about how to respond to children to best support their 
learning (Mac Naughton and Williams, 2009). Targeted teaching makes a difference, particularly to 
those children who are struggling to fit in with their peers in early childhood settings. Sensitive and 
responsive teaching is intervening in such a way as to assist the child to learn, to make connections 
with previous learning, and to generalise this learning to new situations. The staff in our programs 
are experienced and highly skilled in their profession and they have a deep interest and respect for 
children and individual differences. They respect the parental expectations, aspirations and wishes 
for their children and these parental desires are taken into account when working with the children. 
Further, we enlist the help of others who have responsibility for the child. The idea that only 
teachers can teach is misguided.  Parents, peers and other people who are involved in the lives of 
children have meaningful interactions with them which affect their growth, development and 
learning. It is for this reason that we include the parents, the kindergarten teachers and other 
significant people in our discussions about goals and about what we are providing for the children 
within our groups. 

Teaching techniques  
It is our experience that when conducting groups for children, a number of teaching techniques are 
needed for the children to learn social skills and to generalise these skills into other setting such as 
the home and the kindergarten.  

The PALS program claims that social skills are best learnt though modelling and practice. Practice 
within the class room ensures that children generalise the skills that they have learnt (Wingecarribee 
Health Service, 2003). 

Bovy and Strain (2005) suggest that prompting and acknowledgement are the best strategies for 
teaching social skills, specifically for increasing peer interactions. They describe a number of ways to 
prompt a child including rehearsing with a child what they might do in a certain situation such as 
asking for a block in block play or thinking through some strategies with a child before they enter 
play. 

We have found the following teaching techniques to be useful when conducting our groups:  

 Scheduling 
 Modelling 
 Listening 
 Suggesting 
 Scaffolding including prompting & redirecting 
 Rehearsing/role play/recalling 



7 
 
 

 Direct instruction 
 Providing feedback 
 Questioning  

 

Inner South Connections’ groups 
 
Identifying the children for participation in the groups 
 Children are identified by the PSFOs when being observed during visits to the kindergartens.   If a 
teacher or parent has identified a child as being suitable for the group, the PSFO will observe the 
child at kindergarten to ensure the child meets the selection criteria.   The children targeted for the 
groups are those that appear to have difficulties with social skills. This may be children who are shy 
or slow to warm up; children who are not participating in the kindergarten program; children who 
lack confidence or children who use physical responses in social situations and therefore disrupt 
other children in their group. The children are selected from 4-year-old kindergarten (preschool) 
groups. 
  
Structure, location and composition of groups 
The group is presented to families as a package. The package consists of a children’s group and a 
parent group running concurrently. If the parent chooses not to come we do not accept the child. 

As a rule 8 children attend each group and the parent group will consist of at least 8 parents. As with 
many groups run in the day time, usually the mothers attend as they are often the primary caregiver. 
However, on some occasions either the father or both parents have attended.  To accommodate 
fathers who are at work during the day, we offer a father’s group evening.  

Usually two teachers work with the children and in some groups, where we know there may be 
children who will need extra attention, an extra staff member is included. 

The parent group is run by two staff.  The groups run for 6 or 8 weeks for 2 hours per session. This 
year we have experimented with one group running in the school holidays on 3 consecutive days for 
two weeks. 

Groups are run in several locations within the communities that we work such as neighbourhood 
houses, children’s hubs, community centres and Connections sites.   Two rooms are required, one 
for the children and one for the parents. 

Materials used in the children’s groups 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Flow of the groups 

 Visual materials such as:  
boardmaker, timer, bear strength cards, 
mirrors 

 CDs and player 
 Books 
 Open ended play equipment such as:  

train set, finger puppets play dough, dolls 
house, group painting, drawing, construction 
sets  

 Means ends toys such as:  
 tracking toys, floor puzzles 

 Board games such as:  
lotto, snail pace race game 

 Parts of the group are often videoed by the 
staff to show to the parents and children 
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Children’s group Parent group 

Children and parents are greeted by the teachers 
who are engaged in play with children with a few 
selected open ended materials 

Children and parents are greeted by the teachers 
who are engaged in play with children with a few 
selected open ended materials. 

Children say good bye to their parents Parents say good bye and leave 

“Mat time” involving learning routines and rules, 
teaching greeting and practicing greeting in a 
variety of ways 

Settling in the group room and participating in a 
warm up activity. Discussion of outcome/results 
of homework 

Snack time – interactions with children  
Modelling & practicing conversation skills 

Content delivered on a particular topic 

Playing with others – play experiences offered  
which encourage children to engage with peers 

Tea break 

Information presented about the children’s 
group on that day. (This is done by the staff 
working with the children who come into the 
parents group). 

Structured teaching of a particular skill  Discussion of how the content relates to them or 
their children 

Practice of that skill in play experiences Answering of questions and  responding to 
urgent and/or current issues 
Homework given to parents 

Time with parents participating in joint play 
experiences such as singing songs, dancing, 
participating in guided imagery, listening to 
stories.  

Joining the children for a parent-child session 

 

 
 
The parent groups 
It is well documented that family involvement in planning, decision making and intervening on 
behalf of their child is related to positive developmental outcomes. Family centred practice has been 
the cornerstone of early childhood programs for many years. Early childhood practitioners realise 
that parents are an essential ingredient in the changes that occur in the children.  

Research indicates that when and how information about child development and parenting is 
provided affects whether it is seen as relevant by parents and influences if it will be used or ignored 
(Landy and Mena, 2006). In this respect the groups are timely for parents. The children are due for 
formal schooling in the following year and the parents are keen that they are ready for this 
experience. Parents are recognising that their children may not have the skills to integrate with 
other children in the school environment and are therefore motivated to assist their children in 
becoming more accomplished. It is our experience, that parents want the best for their children and 
they are willing to contribute to programs that they see to be relevant to enhancing their children’s 
lives. 
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At Connections, we  contend that if the parents have some knowledge about social skills and what 
we are trying to achieve, they are more likely to practice and reinforce the skills at home with the 
child. In this way the child has more chances for change. We know that parent groups help parents 
in many ways including reducing isolation and feelings of inadequacy. We have also learnt that 
parents who are informed about child development are less anxious and begin to see their children 
more positively as they realise that their child’s behaviour may not be so different from that of other 
children. Parents begin to see the positive aspects of their children instead of the deficits. This in 
turn allows for more positive interactions between the parent and child and allows for more 
enjoyment from both parents and children. 
 
Content of the parent groups 

 
  
The content of the parent groups varies. Although some fixed content is delivered, topics on which 
the group want to know more about is included. 

During the final session we often show the parents video footage of the children and teachers in the 
group. This allows for modelling and feedback (and lively discussion!).  

Written resource material is given to the parents at each session which is focussed on the topic 
presented. Useful websites and community resources are also identified for parents to follow up if 
they wish to. 

We believe, as do Landy and Menna (2006), that it is important for the staff working with the 
parents to demonstrate the following: an understanding of child development, influences on child 
development and teaching. Further they must have the ability to relate to a wide variety of people 
from varying backgrounds and knowledge about families. Staff working with parents must show 
empathy, responsiveness and warmth; they must be flexible and have a non-judgemental approach. 
These are seen to be of utmost importance for success in the groups. All staff participating in the 
groups are experienced in working with parents and children and we believe they have the skills and 
attributes listed above. 

Fathers evenings and teachers groups 
During the 8 week period, whilst the groups are being conducted, we offer a group for partners. In 
this group partners are given a picture of what is being covered in the children’s group; the 
importance of ‘being on the same page’ as their partners is emphasised, and questions that they 
may have about children in general are discussed.  

Fixed content of parent groups 
 Child development 

o Including: 
 Norms of development 
 Typically developing children 
 Ages & stages 
 Bell shaped curve 

 Shaping and guiding children’s behaviour 
including: 

 deciding on what is acceptable 
 setting limits  
 rewards and consequences  
 Discussion of what is going on in 

the children’s group 
 Homework 

 

 

 

 

Flexible content of parent groups 
 Healthy eating 
 Language development 
 Physical development 
 Personality styles of children 
 Self esteem in children 
 Emotional IQ & resilience 
 School readiness 
 Transition to school 
 Assertiveness for parents 
 How to talk with a professional 

about your child 
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A teacher’s session is offered to the teachers from the kindergartens in which the children are 
enrolled. During this session the children’s group is discussed in detail and teaches are encouraged 
to think about how they can use some of the techniques used in the groups in their own centres. 
This session provides an opportunity for teachers to ask questions and to share their own 
experiences with their colleagues. 

Follow up after the 6 week sessions 
At the end of each group parents are invited to an individual feedback session about their child. 

 

The teaching and content of the groups are evolving as we discover what works and what 
doesn’t.  

Some examples are: 

 We are tending to be less formal and didactic and now use more open-ended learning 
experiences, looking for opportunities to use the ‘teachable moment’ 

 We are taking more cues from the children in the children’s group and from the adults in the 
parent group. 

 We have learnt more about pacing in teaching and are aware of the importance of letting 
the children take their time in responding to us. 

 We are using videos of the children’s groups to examine our own practice, and to show to 
parents what works and what doesn’t work when teaching the children. 

 We are modifying the homework tasks for the parents. Tasks are now given which attempt 
to stimulate thinking about the topics rather than to simply practice the skills with their 
children. 

Some questions we are left with 

1 Do parent and children groups running concurrently make a substantial difference to 
outcomes for the children? Are the outcomes for children in stand-alone children’s groups 
different? 

We contend that concurrent groups are much more effective 

2 Is there a hierarchy of social skills?  

We know that skills in general always build upon other skills – but there appears to be little 
discussion about which social skills come first and which skills build upon which. We do know 
however that success breeds success so we presume that children who experience success 
with their social interactions will continue to practice social skills in order to have more 
success.  

3 Are we more successful with children who don’t know how to play but who want to - rather 
than the children who have no interest in learning social skills? 

4 In order to learn to play with others the child has to want to. Can teachers engineer this 
‘want’? 
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5 Are the set of skills needed to play with one child the same set as those needed to play in a 
group? 

6 What are the benefits/payoffs for children in learning social skills? Is social competence an 
intrinsic reward? 

7 Does the composition of the group of children affect the outcomes? 
8 Where does a sense of humour fit in to social competence? 
9 Which teaching techniques are the most effective? The statement below points to the need 

for more research in this area of learning and development. 
“We found very limited evidence for the effectiveness of these (guidance, problem solving 
planning opportunities for cooperative learning)or any other instructional interventions that 
support children’s social-emotional competence” (Brown et al 2008).   
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