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A seedling needs 

appropriate care, water, 

sunshine and fertilizer to 

grow into a strong and 

healthy tree. Likewise 

children need nurturing, 

stimulating and safe 

environments to grow 

and develop



Studies have shown that 

violence-free early childhood 

settings are needed for 

children to grow into mentally 

wholesome adults

Unfortunately violence abounds 

in childcare centres, preschools, 

kindergartens and residential 

care



Worldwide, the majority of 

people focus on severe or 

sensational forms of violence 

against children such as shown

Violence such as this 

creates sensational news and are 

condemned by the vast majority 

of people. 

Expectedly, people associate 

violence in early childhood with 

the sensational forms of violence. 



There are many acts of violence that occur in 

daily lives within the family, in childcare 

centres, in preschools or kindergartens and 

residential care and these are considered as 

normal behaviour of young children. 

These act of violence are much more worrying 

as they tend to be accepted, ignored or 

overlooked.

But they are harmful to children’s growth and 

well-being.



Definitions of Violence against Children

 Is any word or action that is intended to hurt 
people physically or psychologically.

According to UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Children (CRC), “violence against children 
refers to all forms of physical or mental 
violence, injury and abuse, neglect and 
negligent treatment, maltreatment or 
exploitation, including sexual abuse”

According to the CRC, intention is not a 
necessary condition for an act to be 
considered as violent.



TYPES OF EVERY DAY 

VIOLENCE IN EARLY 

CHILDHOOD SETTINGS



You fool, 

can’t you get this 

for once

Adult to child

Child to child



Examples of Adult 

to Child Violence



Ear 

twisting

Slapping 

the 

shoulders 

Neglect: 

Safety,

Loneliness

Threatening, 

ridiculing, 

belittling



Punishment: degrading, 

humiliating, uncomfortable 

positions



Violence: Early Childhood Educators 

toward Children  

Physical

Direct
• Spanking
• Shaking
• Slapping
•Caning

Threats

Psychological/
Emotional

Neglect Sexual

•Ridicule
•Belittling
•Name calling
•Discriminati

on
•Yelling
• Screaming

•Failure to 
meet 
children’s 
needs
•Disregard of 

health care
•Disregard of 

clean, safe 
environment

•Fondling
•Molest
•Talking in 

sexual 
way
•Taking 

indecent 
photos
• Rape



Examples of 

Child/Children to 

Child Violence



Fighting over 

playthings
Quarrelling

Fighting
Hitting



Biting

Hugging

Hair 

Pulling

Teasing



Look here …
See, how 

strong I am Ha ha I have broken 

your doll

Bullying



Social 

Isolates



Violence 

among 

Babies & 

Toddlers



Some important research findings: 

 Hitting, biting & pushing (e.g. to push another out of 

the way or play equipment) are common acts of 

violence among babies.

 Some babies commit these acts of violence more 

than others.

 This pattern is observed in all age groups.

 Conflict derived from sharing toys, though common, is 

not the main acts of violence

 Very few children counterattack when targeted.

 More boys engage in bonding through their 

shared experience of fun.



Violence in early childhood: Children to children

Physical

Assault e.g. 
pushing, biting, 
spitting 

Spoiling another 
child’s work e.g. 
spilling water

Attempt to 
annoy e.g. 
kissing, hugging

Inciting another 
child to be 
violent e.g. don’t 
friend him

Fighting over 
toys

Bullying

Psychological

Verbal violence 
e.g. name 
calling, ridicule

Rejection e.g. I 
do want you, 
Go away

Threats



Violence among children is very common in 

any early childhood

Researchers’ findings: at least 5 every minute 

or less.

Prevalence of the acts of violence also depends on 

what type of activities are being observed: more 

prevalent during free play, circle time (especially 

when uninteresting) and playground activities.

If you were to observe and count the number 

of acts of violence among children you are 

likely to get similar finding.



Free play

Jostling for their turns

Toddlers do 

not have 

language 

skills to ask 

to share or 

exchange 

playthings

When a number of 

babies are left to play 

together, soon they 

will be grapping, 

pushing, hitting or 

biting each other



Circle Time

The boy touches the girl to ask her to 

sit down. If she does not comply or is 

irritated, quarrelling or fighting may 

result

Ponytail can tempt the boy to pull it 

or if she swishes her ponytail and 

irritates the boy, he is likely to pull 

it.



Playground 

Activities Failure to observe 

turn taking can 

result in violence

Begin in fun but 

can end in tussle

Acts of violence 

happen when the 

teacher is engaged 

in setting up an 

activity



Why is violence-free early 

childhood settings critical?



1. Painful and harmful experiences damage the 

architecture of the developing through the 

release of stress hormones or cortisols. This can 

lead to lifelong problem in learning, behaviour

and physical and mental health.

2. The neurons are wired to form neural 

pathways through the child’s experiences. The 

quality of the child’s early experiences 

establish either a sturdy or fragile foundation 

for all of the learning, health and behaviour

that follow.



3. Later and more complex neural circuits are 

built on the earlier simple ones. 

4. Hence, once a particular circuitry pattern 

becomes established, it is difficult for the effects 

of new and different experiences to alter that 

architecture. 

5. Early experiences therefore has a unique 

advantage in shaping the architecture of 

developing brain circuits before they are fully 

mature and stablised. 

4. Begin early, begin right 



Influence of the early years

 Experiences in the early years form the 

foundation for lifelong behaviour and 

attitudes that reach adulthood.

 A child who uses physical force to achieve his 

wants or needs in his formation years will, 

without appropriate intervention, use the 

same strategy in later years.

 Another child brought up in a safe and 

nurturing early childhood environment where 

he is taught to respect others, skills to share 

and negotiate, and self-regulation, are likely 

to employ these strategies in later life.



4. Aggressiveness is one of pressing issues in 

today’s society. 

 Proper intervention early in life can 

successfully intercept a child’s progress from 

practices of violence to other crimes e.g. 

from fights in the playground to senseless 

killing.

 Preschool is critical. By the age of 4, children 

have the motor skills needed to commit acts 

of aggression seen in adolescents and adults.

 Fortunately their tendency to aggress 

physically generally starts to decrease.



 Owing to their increasing language skills and 

understanding and better ability to control 

themselves, preschool is a critical period to 

help children acquire social and negotiation 

skills, and self-regulations to express their 

anger and frustrations in socially acceptable 

ways.

 Preschool children, who have not successfully 

developed age-appropriate strategies for 

regulating their aggressive behaviour, are 

high risk for a trajectory to chronic antisocial 

and aggressive behaviour. 



Consequences of uncontrolled aggressive 

behaviour & persistent aggressive behaviour

 Disruptive behaviour problems

 Aggressive behaviour is a risk factor for school 

dysfunction – early academic difficulties and 

drop out of school.

 Delinquency and criminal behaviours.

 Difficulties in relationship due to poor social 

skills lead to poor quality friendship.

 Linked problems such as poor mental health, 

substance abuse and unemployment.



Why does violence 

perpetuate in early 

childhood settings



1. For most of the time, early childhood 

educators do not intervene when acts of 

violence are committed by their children

Among the many reasons are:

 A lack of time e.g. tied up with children on a 
one-to-one basis; not noticing violent acts.

 To allow free rein to a certain degree during 
free play so as not to interfere with children’s 
creative play.

 To enable children to learn to sort out their own 
problems.

 To provide opportunities to cope with the 
realities of life.



2. Early childhood educators are not 

good role models

 In ignoring children’s act of violence, they 

demonstrate social acceptance of violence. 

Not possessing characteristics such as 

respect for others and being non-

discriminating. 

Many of them react aggressively to 

children’s mistakes, misbehavior, non-

compliance.

Children learn through observing what 

adults do.



Three episodes that 

occurred in the 

Klang Valley



Episode 1: An episode in a kindergarten

Two boys were building a structure with blocks. It 

seemed from nowhere a girl, bigger in size than the 

boys, came from behind and kicked the structure 

with her right leg. The boys did not say a word. 

They picked the blocks of the collapsed structure 

and continued to build.

Later in the morning, it was playdough time. When 

two girls saw the above-mentioned girl approaching 

their table, they quickly offered her the playdough. 

She snatched it out of their hands and walked away 

without saying a word.



The girl was obviously a bully. 

As her peers did not complain and the teacher did not 

intervene she continued her act of bullying. 

It was not possible that the teacher was unaware of her 

aggressive behaviour towards her peers as it was her 

normal for her to act aggressively.

Her peers learned to cope. To avoid having their 

handiwork destroyed by her, they offered the playdough

By not intervening, the teacher is inflicting harm upon 

the bully and her peers



The message given by the teacher to all the children 

was bullying or violence was acceptable.

Hence, the bully continued to bully and her peers 

continued to subject to bullying

Without appropriate intervention, the girl would 

continue with her aggressiveness into adolescence and 

adulthood.

She wandered around by herself as she had no friends. 

It is unlikely that she was a happy, well-adapted child.

How much did she learn in the preschool? Were the 

preschool experiences beneficial?



Childcare

provider

Anna

Bob

Adam

Five 2-3 years old children were 

sitting in a circle. The childcare 

provider was rolling balls to 

them. Whenever the ball was 

rolled to Anna and she collected 

it, Bob would snatch it from her. 

The childcare provider kept on 

rolling balls to Anna and Bob 

continued to grab it from Anna. 

At one stage, Adam grabbed the 

ball from Bob who did not 

protest.

Anna did not cry. The childcare 

provider did not intervene.

2rd episode in a 

childcare centre



It was quite obvious that Anna, who was much smaller 

than her peers, was bullied by Bob who was bigger 

than his peers.

Was the childcare provider realize that Anna was 

bullied by Bob. I am not too sure she was aware that 

Bob was bullying Anna. Probably she viewed it as 

normal for boys to snatch playthings from girls.

It is high probability that she felt she was doing the 

right thing by rolling a ball to Anna whenever Bob 

snatched it from her.

Were the children’s behaviour affected by the 

childcare provider’s failure to intervene?



Teacher

Maria

Harry

Maria pushed a book to give 

more space for her work. It 

hit Harry’s hand and Harry 

pushed the book back to 

Maria and hit her hand. 

Maria cried and informed 

the teacher that Harry hit 

her. The teacher asked 

Harry to apologise but he 

refused in spite of several 

persistent requests. He sent 

him to stand in the corner 

in front of the class.

3rd episode: preschool teacher’s intervention



Did the teacher’s intervention help the mitigation of 

violence in her class?

Did the intervention help Harry to respond 

appropriately to provocation or regulate his behaviour?

What were Harry’s feelings when pressured to 

apologize?

What were Harry’s emotions when made to stand in 

front of the class?

Were Maria’s moral values reinforced by the teacher’s 

intervention?  

Was the teacher feeling she was intervening correctly?



How can early 

childhood 

educators help?

What needs to be 

done?



 Children spend more time in the care of 

childcare providers and places of learning 

(i.e. preschools) than anywhere else outside 

the home 

 Along with families, early childhood teachers 

and other caregivers can be crucial buffers in 

protecting children from violence and 

supporting their healthy development.

 Early childhood practitioners are powerful role 

models.

 By providing experiences and environments to 

promote respect and non-violence among 

children.



1. Focusing on children’s strength and 

maximize the potential to develop rather 

than focusing on minimizing harm to them

 Early childhood educators should aim at 

providing experiences that will promote 

children’s development and well-being.

 By focusing on good experiences, negative 

experiences such as violence will be not be 

among them.

 By focusing on their strengths, early childhood 

educators will be seeing and respecting each 

child as an individual differing in potential. 



2. Providing a nurturing, safe environment 

for children to grow and develop

Nurturing environment

 Relating to children with warmth and 
respect (not humiliating, ridiculing, 
belittling, discriminating, yelling and 
screaming)

 Help them to regulate their emotions, 
develop social and problem solving skills.

Safe environment

A nurturing environment provides a safe 
environment.



In addition, providing a safe environment 

has the following:

Early childhood educators (EC educators) 

are consistent in providing love and care

Helping all children:

Develop skills in interacting with others

Learn to manage their emotions and 

express joy, sadness, anger, and frustrations 

in constructive ways 

Guiding aggressive children to manage their 

anger, frustrations and other emotions.



Interfere before it happens

• Step in when children are 

frustrated or becoming frustrated 

or angry. 

• Help with what to do or model 

what to say to his friend. 

• Direct him to another activity if 

he is upset to allow his emotions 

to level out.

• The perpetrator and victim 

should be given equal attention



3. Carrying out good early childhood curriculum

Good, meaningful curriculum promotes non-
violence

When children are motivated and involved in 
the daily activities they are less inclined to 
look for distractions.

Good curriculum includes

Planning meaningful curriculum that build on 
their experiences and interests; 

Carrying out daily activities whose goals are 
challenging and achievable;

Providing ample opportunities to learn social 
competence and emotional regulation.



Convergence 

with the 

home

Why is this 

important?



Parents are the child’s first and foremost 

educator

Many social and psychological makeup of the 

child are already formed before attending 

childcare centre/preschool; they are 

reinforced daily in the home.

The child’s traits can be reinforced, 

modified or changed in childcare 

centre/preschool



Aggressiveness can be learning 

through being subject to violence or 

witnessing violence in the home, 

communities and mass media.

Display of acts of aggressiveness in 

childcare centre/preschool can be 

expressions of unhappiness, fear, 

anxiety, low self-esteem and other 

emotions.

Submissiveness can also be 

expressions of unhappiness, fear, 

anxiety, low self-esteem and other 

emotions.



Early childhood 

educators need to find 

out the source of the 

child’s problem

A chat with parent(s) 

can reveal the source 

of the child’s 

challenging behaviour

When a child displays 

acts of violence or 

submissiveness in 

childcare centre or 

preschool/kindergarten



Communicating with parents

 It is not easy to communicate with parent 
about their child with challenging behaviour, 
especially those with uncontrolled aggressive 
behaviour or who persistently bully.

Can be even more difficult to inform them 
that their child needs professional help. 

Parents need to be approached with 
sensitivity and tact. Need to provide 
evidence of the aggression/bullying. 

Good, respectful relationship with parents is 
vital. 



Children’s right to non-

violence early childhood



Rights of the Child

Children need to be protected from 

violence, not only because violence has 

adverse effect on their development but 

also they have the right to protected from 

violence, exploitation and abuse as 

stipulated in the Convention on the Rights 

of the Child (CRC) which Malaysia ratified 

in 1995.



Article 19 of the CRC

States Parties shall take all appropriate 

legislative, administrative, social and 

educational measure to protect the child 

from all forms of physical and mental 

violence, injury or abuse, neglect or 

negligent treatment, maltreatment or 

exploitation, including sexual abuse, while 

in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or 

any other person who has care of the child.

There are many articles related to freedom 

from violence e.g. articles 2, 3, 24, 34-37.



Conclusion



Early childhood educators’ influence in 

providing a violence-free early childhood can 

be very impactful

May be the first to know when problems arise 
in the home through observation of the child’s 
behaviour or change of behaviour.

Provide support to parents to help them 
develop positive relationships, and increase 
their knowledge of positive parenting and 
child development

 Influence can be extensive because childhood 
care & education is one of the largest services 
working with families with young children.



 Quality trained staff

 Good adult-child ratio so that adults can 

respond to children as individuals.

 Both the home and early childhood care 

and education services need to practise

positive approach to development, care and 

education. 

 If they differ, children can be confused and 

this can increase their frustrations leading 

to aggressive expressions at home and in 

the centres or preschools.



THANK 

YOU


