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National practice guidance for early years in Scotland 

‘I continue to need both open spaces to move freely and small spaces to feel 
calm, contained and cosy.’ 

‘I need spaces where I can relax, feel safe, happy, content and cosy and which 
give a sense of care and wellbeing. These spaces can be accessed independently 
by me when I feel the need to regulate myself.’ 

Realising the ambition: Being Me 2020 

What do we mean by ‘quiet time’ and why do some children need it more than others? 

Young children need space to be active, to enable them to build relationships with adults and other children and to 
make friends. They also need space to have some quiet time, to relax and be on their own. The world around us can 
be very busy and noisy. Being in a quiet, cosy place can help young children feel more secure, comfortable and better 
able to cope with the world around them. All they might need is to be on a sofa, their bed, in a cosy book corner or 
relaxing on someone’s knee for a few minutes. For some children with Additional Support Needs this may not be 
enough.  

The sounds, sights, movement and smells of the world around us can be a significant challenge for some children, 
especially those with neurodevelopmental differences. Their sensory threshold, or the level of sensory input they can 
tolerate, may be lower or different to that of other children. Just going through a typical day at home or in an Early 
Learning and Childcare Setting (ELC) might be very tiring for them. Simple changes to the environment, new people in 
the room, things being moved around and changes to the routine they have come to rely on can all cause stress. 

Some children who might be struggling to understand and regulate their emotions or struggle in a more structured 
environment can benefit from time in outdoors spaces or in a more natural setting. They may seem more relaxed 
outside but still need that space away from others e.g. ‘for children experiencing emotional and behavioural 
problems, or struggling in traditional formal settings, immersion in a natural setting can be therapeutic and helps 
realise their potential.’ Space to Grow 

Some children manage to cope during their time in an ELC setting and you may not see signs of stress, but they may 
struggle by the time they get home. Sometimes this can work the other way around and children struggle in an ELC 
setting. When very stressed, children might struggle in both environments.  

These children need to be able to use their personal regulating strategies, deciding where they take place and when 
they need them. ‘Quiet time’ can be a quiet space inside/outside, a sensory space, a movement or sensory break or 
immersing themselves in a soothing activity. The main qualities of this ‘quiet time’ are the break from the pressures 
of social interaction and/or a reduction in sensory input.  

When children are struggling to self-regulate their emotions, we need to support them through co-regulation 
strategies, so we may need to encourage them to have some ‘quiet time’ when we think they need it. Label how you 
think they are feeling and offer them simple choices or suggest something specific. ‘I can see you are 
tired/upset/need a break, let’s go…’ 

For further information 

Read more in the Scottish Government’s Design guidance for early learning and 
childcare: Section 2, Environment, Space for Children. 

Watch the video Joining in with Sensory Differences recommended in Highland 
Council’s Neurodevelopmental differences training.  

http://www.highlandcouncilpsychologicalservice.wordpress.com/
https://www.highland.gov.uk/info/886/schools_-_additional_support_needs/36/psychological_service
https://www.highland.gov.uk/info/886/schools_-_additional_support_needs/36/psychological_service
https://www.highland.gov.uk/info/886/schools_-_additional_support_needs/36/psychological_service
https://education.gov.scot/improvement/learning-resources/realising-the-ambition/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/space-grow-design-guidance-early-learning-childcare-out-school-care/pages/5/
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2017/06/9822/5
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2017/06/9822/5
https://www.nhsggc.org.uk/kids/life-skills/joining-in-with-sensory-differences/
https://highlandcouncilpsychologicalservice.wordpress.com/core-training-2019-2020/neuro-developmental-differences/
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What you might see 

When children are overstimulated, and their stress levels increase you might notice that they are more emotional and 
more easily upset. When children have difficulty communicating, their emotional state will be expressed through 
their behaviour. This can often be challenging for staff, parents and other children to understand. 

“Children may have developed coping mechanisms in an effort to feel safe and in control, which can be 
misunderstood. Impulsivity. Hyper-vigilance. Short attention. Higher reactivity to stressors 
Fight/flight/freeze.” 

Promoting Positive Relationships, Highland Council 2020 (adapted from traumasensitiveschools.org) 
You may see: 

Fight Flight Freeze 

• stomping 
• physical response e.g. 

pushing/hitting/kicking 
• throwing with force 
• acting silly 
• exhibiting non-compliance 
• arguing 
• shouting/yelling 

 

• hiding  
• trying to leave the setting 
• wandering aimlessly and not 

engaging 
• ’stimming’ to block out rather 

than soothe 
• avoiding others 
• unable to sustain attention 
• tense and fidgety 

• seeming stuck and unable to engage 
• unable to communicate at their usual 

level 
• unable to engage in getting needs 

met 
• having a blank expression 
• feeling unable to move or act 
• curling up in a ball 

When a young child experiences stress we need to be aware that their coping skills are compromised.  It’s important 
not to try to reason with them too quickly. Their reaction/stress response is just doing its job. Give them time and 
space and then offer one of their personal regulating strategies.  

Points to consider before you create a ‘quiet time’ space: 

• Have you talked to the child’s parents/carers to find out what their 
child finds difficult and what works best for them at home? 

• If the child has a preferred space in the setting or at home that they 
take themselves to when stressed - consider what it might be about 
that particular space that attracts them. Can you enhance or replicate 
that in your setting?  

• Make time to observe the child in your setting and see which times of 
day or which activities seem more difficult for them to cope with. 
What factors may be triggering the behaviours observed? Try filling in 
an ABC Sheet (A=Before, B=During, C=After) to see if there is a pattern 

• If the Occupational Therapist (OT) is a partner to the Child’s Plan, 
consider asking them for some advice on what might work best. If 
there is no OT involved but you would still like advice from their 
service, consider phoning the Just Ask helpline 

• As a reflective practitioner you should consider the impact of the new 
space. Review frequently how it’s being used and the perceived 
benefits and refine the space if required  

• consider the other children; when a child is showing signs of stress or 
overstimulation remember to reassure other children; “It’s OK, ____ 
just needs some quiet time” and distract them away to something else 

• It may be useful to read this EASEYS for ASN in conjunction with 
EASEYS for ASN Self-regulation 

Hints and Tips! 

• keep it simple - use what 
will work best in the 
spaces you already have 

• don’t overcomplicate it - a quiet 
space with nothing else in it or access 
to a favourite toy or activity might be 
the most calming 

• tailor the space to meet the specific 
needs of the individual(s) that you are 
working with e.g. not all children like 
to be in the dark or an enclosed space 

• the wrong sensory experience or too 
many sensory experiences at once 
can be overstimulating  

• Remember: using a quiet space is not 
isolating or excluding a child with 
additional support needs. Using it 
regularly is helping them to stay calm 
and relaxed, so they can cope more 
easily with some difficult situations. It 
may also help them to be relaxed 
enough to socialise, play and learn 
better with their peers. 

http://www.highlandcouncilpsychologicalservice.wordpress.com/
https://www.highland.gov.uk/info/886/schools_-_additional_support_needs/36/psychological_service
https://www.highland.gov.uk/info/886/schools_-_additional_support_needs/36/psychological_service
https://www.highland.gov.uk/info/886/schools_-_additional_support_needs/36/psychological_service
https://highlandcouncilpsychologicalservice.wordpress.com/training-calendar/promoting-positive-relationships-developing-emotional-literacy-and-resilience/
https://highlandcouncilpsychologicalservice.wordpress.com/easeys-for-asn/quiet-time/?preview_id=145&preview_nonce=e6cabdab6c&preview=true
https://www.highland.gov.uk/info/1361/childcare_and_family_care/825/allied_health_professionals
https://highlandcouncilpsychologicalservice.wordpress.com/supporting-learners/easeys-for-asn/self-regulation/
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Creating your quiet time space 
Children often love to crawl into small spaces, hide away from everyone, gather their treasures or pretend to be 
somewhere else. In this space they can have some quiet time, to relax or play and be on their own. For some children 
who may have difficulties regulating sensory or emotional responses, the quiet space is more essential to their 
wellbeing. Sometimes a child really does need a space of their own to help get them through the day.  

Where could it be?  
You don’t need a special room, but the chosen space needs to be quieter than the rest of the 
setting. It is best to avoid locating it next to busy/distracting areas like a TV, computer, doorways 
and walls with potentially overstimulating displays.  
Providing a quiet space outside can be just as important for some children. Consider creating a den 
or sheltered area. 

 

What could it look like?  
A large cardboard box, a pop-up play tent, a table or clothes horse covered with a tablecloth, sheet 
or fleecy blanket, a private corner made with curtains or a piece of furniture, a bed canopy/tent, 
curtain or material sewn to a hoop hanging from the ceiling are all possibilities. You don’t have to 
think of high-tech or expensive solutions. Work with what’s easily available and fits! 

 

What could you put inside?  
Think of their favourite things to make it a space they want to come to. Personalise it with a cosy or 
fleecy blanket, cushions or pillows, a ‘mermaid’ cushion, beanbags. Consider how to accessorise 
the space with the tools which calm the child. Possibilities include battery operated fairy lights, 
torches, mirrors, a night light, sensory toys, CD/MP3 player for soothing music/songs/stories 
and/or their favourite toy/book/comforter. But not all at the same time! Keep it soothing and 
calming. Less is sometimes more! 

 

How to use the space? 
Allow a child to go into the quiet space whenever they feel the need to or are finding it difficult to 
cope. Be mindful of supporting them to achieve a balance of quiet time and attempting social 
activities.  
Children don’t always recognise their need for quiet time but building it in regularly during a 
session can help prevent them becoming over alert, overwhelmed or stressed and therefore help 
them cope with the rest of their day.  
Sometimes however, they might not want to leave their play. It could help to build quiet time into 
a visual timetable by using visual supports such as a First/ Then board. You could use a ‘reward’ 
activity to motivate them to go to the space.  
Make sure that other children do not try to use the space at the same time, unless invited by the 
child. Reassure the others, ‘_____ is having some quiet time just now, you can have it later’. Join 
the child if they want you there or be close enough to supervise them to ensure safety.  
A child may need the quiet space some days more than others but it’s good practice if the space is 
always there.  

 

Sensory Umbrella 
If a child is very young or has a mobility or visual impairment, then creating a quiet sensory space 
can seem a tall order for parents and practitioners. Often people consider a complex, high-tech 
option such as a sensory tent/white room accessorised with expensive lights, projectors, voice-
activated music or switch-controlled cause and effect toys. But we can create a simple 
quiet/sensory space more simply using an old umbrella and craft resources. For information and 
ideas explore this link. Play Ideas: Sensory Umbrellas 
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http://www.highlandcouncilpsychologicalservice.wordpress.com/
https://www.highland.gov.uk/info/886/schools_-_additional_support_needs/36/psychological_service
https://www.highland.gov.uk/info/886/schools_-_additional_support_needs/36/psychological_service
https://www.highland.gov.uk/info/886/schools_-_additional_support_needs/36/psychological_service
https://highlandcouncilpsychologicalservice.wordpress.com/supporting-learners/play-ideas/sensory-umbrellas/

