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C A N A D I A N  C H I L D R E N C H I L D  S T U D Y

Th e r e  a r e  a b o u t 4 0 0  w o r d s  fo r

e m o tio n  in  E n g lis h , a n d  m a n y

w o r d s  in  o th e r  la n g u a g e s  th a t

n a m e  e m o tio n s  fo r  w h ic h  th e r e

a r e  n o  E n g lis h  e q u iv a le n ts . 

Intro d u c tio n

Emotions play  a sig nific ant role in ou r

liv es. Wh en w e look  at any  situ ation, w e

g ain information not only  f rom th e fac ts

of th e situ ation, b u t also f rom h ow  w e

and  oth er people feel and  respond  to it.

Emotion ex pression, reg u lation and

u nd erstand ing  are link ed  to and  d ev elop

along sid e c og nitiv e proc esses, and  play

as important a role in h u man d ev elop-

ment ( R od d , 1 9 9 9 ) . In th is artic le th e

term Emotion Ed u c ation is u sed  in a sim-

ilar w ay  to th e terms, V alu es Ed u c ation,

and  P eac e Ed u c ation –  in oth er w ord s, it

refers to ed u c ation ab ou t th e emotions.

Wh ile th e importanc e of emotions to

d ev elopment is b ec oming  more w id ely

rec og nised , th ere h as b een a lac k  of

researc h  and  information ab ou t th e role

of c u ltu re in c h ild ren’s emotion u nd er-

stand ing  and  b eh av iou r  ( C ole, B r u sc h i &

Tamang , 2 0 0 2 ) . Th is researc h  h opes to

present some insig h t th rou g h  a stu d y  of

fear and  fear d isplay  in presc h ool-ag ed

c h ild ren in C anad a and  in A u stralia.

E m o tio n a nd  C u ltu re

A  nu mb er of emotions are c onsid ered  to

b e d isc rete, innate and  u niv ersal (Ek man

&  F r iesen, 1 9 7 5 ; M oore &  Isen, 1 9 9 0 ) .

Th ey  h av e b oth  personal f u nc tions, su c h

as to h elp u s to monitor ev ents, c onfig u re

mental resou r c es and  mak e u s read y  for

ac tion ( O atley  in P arrott &  H ar re, 1 9 9 6 )

and  soc ial f u nc tions, su c h  as to sig nal

c h ang es to soc ial interac tions w ith  oth ers

( O atley  in P arrott &  H ar re, 1 9 9 6 , p.

3 1 2 ) , to appraise situ ations ( C raw ford  et

al, 1 9 9 2 ) , and  to c onfirm soc ietal roles

and  v alu es ( F r ijd a and  M esq u ita in

K itay ama &  M ar k u s, 1 9 9 7 ) .

A ny  partic u lar emotional state is mean-

ing less u nless it is plac ed  in a c u ltu ral

c ontex t, w h ere meaning  is prov id ed  b y

c u ltu ral r u les, c onstr u c ts and  lang u ag e

(H arre &  P ar rott in P arrott &  H ar re,

1 9 9 6 ) . Emb ar rassment, for  ex ample,

c ontrib u tes to soc ial c ontrol b y  prov id ing

a d isinc entiv e for v iolating  th e soc ial

c onsensu s.

P eople’s emotional liv es are v ery  mu c h

influ enc ed  b y  th e c u ltu re to w h ic h  th ey

b elong  (Ellsw or th  in K itay ama &

M ark u s, 1 9 9 7 ) . S ome similar patterns of

ex pressiv e b eh av iou r  oc c u r  ac ross c u l-

tu res (Ellsw orth  in K itay ama &  M ark u s,

1 9 9 7 ; L air d  &  A postoleris in P arrott &

H ar re, 1 9 9 6 ) , b u t th ere are c ross-c u ltu ral

d ifferenc es in b eliefs ab ou t emotion d is-

play  and  th e appropriateness of v ariou s

emotion d isplay s. C u ltu res tend  to d efine

th e k ind s of situ ations th at c all for par-
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A b s tra c t

Wh ile a nu mb er of emotions are c on-

sid ered  to b e innate or present from a

v ery  early  ag e, th e w ay  th ey  are u nd er-

stood  and  d isplay ed  is d etermined  b y

soc ial and  c u ltu ral as w ell as b iolog i-

c al fac tors. A d u lts or “ ex pert oth ers”

from th e env ironment in w h ic h  c h il-

d ren liv e c an fac ilitate y ou ng  c h il-

d ren’s d ev elopment of emotion u nd er-

stand ing  and  d isplay . Y et ad u lts d o not

alw ay s rec og nise emotion and  emo-

tion d isplay  in c h ild ren.

Th is paper d isc u sses a c ross-c u ltu ral

stu d y  of  th e emotion of  fear. In

C anad a and  in A u stralia c areg iv ers

w ere ask ed  to name fears th at

presc h ool-ag ed  c h ild ren ( 3 - 5  y ear

old s)  ex perienc e, and  to d esc rib e h ow

th ese c h ild ren sh ow  fear. Wh ile some

d ifferenc es w ere fou nd  in fears and

fear d isplay s, a mu c h  g reater d iffer -

enc e w as fou nd  in th eir  inc id enc e. F or

ex ample, 5 5 %  of C anad ian c areg iv ers

reported  y ou ng  c h ild ren to h av e a fear

of lou d  noises, w h ereas only  1 1 %  of

A u stralian c areg iv ers reported  th is

fear. F orty - fiv e perc ent of C anad ian

c areg iv ers reported  th at c h ild ren d is-

play  fear th rou g h  th eir  b od y  lang u ag e,

w h ile only  1 0 %  of A u stralian c are-

g iv ers repor ted  th is fear  d isplay .

Issu es of similarity  and  d ifferenc e in

fear and  fear d isplay  as reported  b y

c areg iv ers in b oth  c ou ntries are ex am-

ined  and  rec ommend ations mad e for

early  c h ild h ood  ped ag og ic al prac tic e.
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ticular emotions and the kinds of emo-

tion displays that will be recognised and

experienced, based on the group’s social

behaviour (Markus & Kitayama in

Kitayama & Markus, 1997; Moore &

Isen, 1990). Language plays a part in

this. There are about 4 00 words for emo-

tion in English, and many words in other

languages that name emotions for which

there are no English equivalents. Other

groups, such as the Taiwanese work with

approximately 750 emotion words, yet

there is an absence of emotion words in

the language of the Ommura people of

Papua N ew G uinea (Bamberg, 1997). 

Children’s understanding of emotion

and expression develop alongside other

areas of development and within a cul-

tural niche that includes the physical and

social setting, and customs and beliefs

about child care and development (Cole,

Bruschi & Tamang, 2002). Crawford et

al (1992) state: “Emotions are  p rod u ce d

in [ ch ild re n’s]  inte raction w ith  oth e rs

and  mu ch  of th is inte raction is lik e ly  to

b e  w ith  ad u lts –  p are nts, te ach e rs, nu rs-

e s –  alth ou g h  some time s ‘oth e rs’ may  b e

inv olv e d ” (p. 123). Yet there is a world-

wide trend in the current generation of

children to be more troubled emotional-

ly than the previous generation; more

lonely, depressed, angry, unruly, ner-

vous, prone to worry, impulsive and

aggressive (G oleman, 1995). G oleman

(1995) notes that as adults “w e  le av e  th e

e motional e d u cation of ou r ch ild re n to

ch ance , w ith  e v e r more  d isastrou s

re su lts” (pp xii – xiv).

Emotional Literacy and Fear

An alternative, particularly within the

education system, is to educate the heart

as well as the mind. This is often deemed

“emotional literacy” or “emotional intel-

ligence”: learning to understand one’s

own and others’ emotions and to express

emotion in an appropriate way. 

Emotional literacy develops as the prod-

uct of cultural learning and knowledge.

“As th e  ch ild  come s to u se  th e  lang u ag e

and  to p articip ate  in th e  cu ltu re , th e

affe ctiv e  [ e motional]  e le me nt b e come s

so lock e d  in w ith  th e  k now le d g e  th at it

re q u ire s su ch  major institu tions as

sch ooling , scie nce , and  a w ritte n lan-

g u ag e  to cre ate  a ne w  se t of rational

conce p ts th at can b e  op e rate d  u p on b y

th ose  famou s ( b u t non-natu ral)  ru le s of

rig h t re asoning ” (Bruner in Bearison &

Z imiles, 1986). Part of children’s devel-

opmental task is to learn the appropriate

emotional repertoire suitable to the cul-

ture in which they live (Moore & Isen,

1990).

While the typ es of fears

rep orted in C anada and in

Australia were similar,

incidence of the fears rep orted

were similar for a few fears,

but quite different for others. 

This research examined the emotion of

fear in two cultural contexts, Australia

and Canada. While these cultures share a

common language, they differ in a num-

ber of cultural practices. Melles humor-

ously asks, “H ow  many  C anad ians p u t

food  on th e  b arb ie ?  T h e n ag ain,

Au stralians d on’t sit on th e  ch e ste rfie ld ,”

but continues on a more serious note:

“T h e  confu sion for p e op le  mov ing

b e tw e e n se e ming ly  similar cu ltu re s

w h e re  Eng lish  is sp ok e n u su ally  arise s

b e cau se  th e y  are  simp ly  not p re p are d  for

th e  d iffe re nce  in cu ltu re  and  commu nica-

tion” (p.1).

Fear became the focal emotion of this

study for a number of reasons. First, fear

has both positive and negative impacts

on children, but its negative effects can

impede self-esteem, as well as cognitive

and social development, and these prob-

lems can carry through to the adult years

(Sorin, 2002). Second, fear can be used

as a form of social control, particularly

in child rearing, where it is a means of

controlling and limiting behaviour. Fear

of punishment in the school setting has

long been viewed as an effective means

of discipline (Crawford et al, 1992). So,

how teachers recognise and respond to

fear often helps to determine children’s

development of emotional literacy. This

also applies to other emotions, in that

recognition of and response to emotion

displays helps children to form their

understanding of emotion.

For adults who work with and relate to

young children, awareness of situations

that elicit fear, ways that children display

fear, and ways of responding to fear can

lead to a richer understanding of fear and

indeed of all emotions. Looking at these

issues cross-culturally not only gives

insight into another culture’s ways, but

may also provide a forum through which

cultures can learn ways to facilitate bet-

ter practice in emotion pedagogy from

each other.

The Study

Research was conducted in urban set-

tings in Canada and Australia. In each

country, four preschool (education and

care for 3 to 5 year olds) settings were

included: an independent, community-

operated preschool, a preschool attached

to an elementary school, a preschool

room in a long day care setting, and an

Indigenous preschool. The populations

of each venue ranged, from Indigenous

children to children of families who had

lived in each country for a number of

generations, to migrant children, who

were either born in another country or

whose parents were born in another

country and migrated shortly before their

births. This is noted since cultures of ori-

gin could have an effect on the issues of

fear and fear display as perceived by

caregivers. Caregivers (trained and

untrained adults working in each venue)

were also from a variety of cultural back-

grounds, and this could affect what and

how they perceived fear and also how

much of this information they would be

willing to share in an interview. For these

reasons, similar early childhood venues

were chosen and similar numbers of

caregivers were surveyed and the results
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are discussed based on the whole group

response. Future studies could examine

more closely each of these cultural

groups within one country, however this

research took its focus on comparisons

across the two countries.

Caregivers in each of the 8 preschool

venues were interviewed, totalling 20

caregivers in Canada and 21 caregivers

in Australia, using a series of open-ended

questions about children’s fears and fear

displays, and caregivers’ responses to

children’s fears. This paper compares

children’s fears and fears as reported by

caregivers in Canadian and Australian

settings. In Australia, caregivers were

also given an emotion survey and some

of the items on the survey listed specific

fears, such as a fear of being left at

preschool. This may have suggested

some fears to Australian caregivers, and

this fact must be considered when exam-

ining the results. All participants are

referred to by pseudonym only.

Finding s

Caregivers in both countries were asked

to report issues and events that caused

fear in their preschool-aged students.

The types and particularly the incidences

of fear reported varied considerably

between Canada and Australia. For

example, in Canada, 55% of caregivers

reported a fear of loud noises while only

11% of Australian caregivers reported

this fear. The most widely reported fear

in Australia was a fear of preschool, with

59% of caregivers reporting this fear

while no caregiver in Canada reported

this fear. The top ranking fears reported

by caregivers in Canada and Australia

are listed in Table 1.

Similarities

While the types of fears reported in

Canada and in Australia were similar,

incidence of the fears reported were sim-

ilar for a few fears, but quite different for

others. The three fears whose incidences

were most similar between countries

were: fear of separation from the prima-

ry caregiver, fear of strangers and fear of

insects.

Separation from a primary caregiver,

whether that is a parent or the adult in the

preschool who is the identified “primary

caregiver” of particular children, was

reported similarly in both countries, with

up to thirty percent of the caregivers in

each country reporting this fear.

Australian caregiver, Kelly, said “the

most obvious [fear] is separation anx i-

ety, the fear of being left alone.” This

was echoed by Canadian caregiver,

Annette, who said she had observed “a

lot of separation anx iety if there’s a new

staff person or a new person that comes

into the centre. We have some mainte-

nance people that come in. There is a

fear particularly of men. S ome children

are looking at the person and going

towards the caregiver for that comfort

and that reassurance that it’s okay.”

As demonstrated in Annette’s comments,

separation from primary caregivers can

often be linked with a fear of strangers.

About 1/3 of Canadian and Australian

caregivers similarly reported this fear.

Australian caregiver, Laura, noted,

“once in a while you find a child who

responds really obviously if a stranger

comes in the room or if a man comes into

the room. Their reaction can be quite

obvious that that’s a fearful situation.”

Annette added, “Whether strangers or

sometimes a parent can be scary for chil-

dren…  could be the approach like the

way they’re approaching them but you

can see children sort of feeling fearful.”

The third similar incidence of fear

reported by caregivers in both countries

was a fear of insects. In Canada, this fear

was reported by 20% of caregivers and in

Australia by 15%. In Canada, this tended

to include flies, spiders, bees, moths and

butterflies, while in Australia, with a

more temperate climate and ultimately

more time spent outdoors, this fear was

more focused on spiders, some of which

are poisonous. Interestingly, a Canadian

caregiver noted that with a child who

was afraid of spiders, “I  had picked up

the spider and let the spider crawl on me

and showed her that it was kind of tick-

ling and there were lots of other children

that she could see that were interested.”

Yet in Australia, a response to spider

fear was quite different: “We go and

have a look at the spider and talk about

spiders and also try and say ‘We’re very

big in comparison to that spider and

he’s going to be really, really scared of

us as well. And he wants to just get away

from you rather than hurt you.’ B ut then

also to allay the concerns that you don’t

play with spiders because there are spi-

ders in Australia that bite and can hurt

you. S o you’ve got to be careful and

respect them as well.”

Other fears that were reported similarly

in Canada and in Australia were the fear

of getting hurt and fear of the dentist,

with approximately 5% of caregivers in

each country reporting this fear.

Differences

While fear of separation, strangers and

insects was reported in similar propor-

tions by Canadian and Australian care-

givers, a number of other fears were

reported very differently between the

two countries. 

In Canada, fear of loud noises was

reported by 55% of caregivers. Canadian

caregiver, Hayley said, “When we have

the fire drills, the alarm sounds off for

them. It really upsets the little guys if

they’re not ex pecting it.” Yet in Australia,

only 11% of caregivers reported this fear.

The second most reported fear in Canada

was a fear of dogs, with 35% of care-

givers noting this. Other animals, such as

cats, birds and squirrels were reported by

25% of Canadian caregivers as fears they

had noticed in preschool-aged children.

Yet in Australia, only 13% of caregivers

reported fears of dogs or other animals,

such as snakes or liz ards. There are no

squirrels in Australia, and animals such

as snakes and liz ards are a common

occurrence in the environment. In

Canada, snakes and liz ards are more

commonly seen in a z oo or restrained

animal environment. 
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Table 3 . Comparison of fears display reports by country

Cry 7 0 % Cry 6 7 %
Ve rb a liz e 5 0 %  Ve rb a liz e  2 9 %
W ith d ra w  a n d  h id e 3 5 %  W ith d ra w  a n d  h id e 7 1 %
B o d y la n g u a g e 4 5 %  B o d y la n g u a g e 1 0 %
G e t c lo s e / c lin g  to  a d u lt 2 5 %  G e t c lo s e / c lin g  to  a d u lt 3 8 %
S c re a m / v o c a liz e 1 0 %  S c re a m / v o c a liz e 2 9 %

Table 1 .

Top ranking fears reported by caregivers in Canada and Australia

Canada A u s t ralia
L o u d  n o is e s 5 5 %  P re s c h o o l 9 %   
D o g s 3 5 % Te a s in g 3 9 %   
S tra n g e rs 3 5 % S tra n g e rs 3 2 %   
N e w  e x p e rie n c e s 3 5 % S e p a ra tio n  fro m  p rim a ry c a re g iv e r 2 6 %
S e p a ra tio n  fro m  p rim a ry c a re g iv e r 3 0 % N e w  e x p e rie n c e s 2 4 %
M o n s te rs , m a s k s , c lo w n s 3 0 % P u n is h m e n t 2 %

Fe ar Cate g o r y

Fe ar o f  S e p arat io n fr o m
A t tac h m e nt  Fig u r e

Fe ar o f  t h e  U nfam iliar

Fe ar o f  B e ing  H arm e d

Fe ar o f  Failu r e , Crit ic is m  and
E m b arras s m e nt

Fe ar o f  Ins e c t s  o r  A nim als

Fe ar o f  t h e  Intang ib le

E x am p le s

Fe a r o f s c h o o l/ p re s c h o o l
Fe a r o f b e in g  lo s t
Fe a r o f b e in g  a lo n e
Fe a r o f b e in g  le ft w ith  a
b a b ys itte r

Fe a r o f s tra n g e  p e o p le , p la c e s
a n d  o b je c ts
Fe a r o f th e  d a rk
Fe a r o f lo u d  n o is e s

Fe a r o f in ju ry a c c id e n t, 
illn e s s  o r d e a th
M e d ic a l fe a rs
Fe a r o f d e e p  w a te r, fire , c a rn iv a l
rid e s  a n d  b u rg la ry
Fe a r o f h e ig h ts  o r fa llin g  fro m
h ig h  p la c e s

Fe a r o f b e in g  te a s e d
Fe a r o f b e in g  in  a  fig h t
Fe a r o f m a k in g  m is ta k e s
Fe a r o f a d u lts  a rg u in g

Fe a r o f s p id e rs  o r o th e r in s e c ts
Fe a r o f s n a k e s
Fe a r o f d o g s , c a ts , b a ts , e tc .

Fe a r o f b a d  d re a m s  o r 
n ig h tm a re s
Fe a r o f g h o s ts , m o n s te rs  o r 
s p irits

Canada

Fe a r o f s e p a ra tio n 3 0 %

S tra n g e rs 3 5 %
N e w  e x p e rie n c e s 3 5 %
Th e  d a rk 2 0 %
L o u d  n o is e s 5 5 %

G e ttin g  h u rt 5 %
H e ig h ts 1 5 %

E m b a rra s s m e n t 5 %

D o g s 3 5 %
A n im a ls 2 5 %
In s e c ts 2 0 %

M o n s te rs , m a s k s , c lo w n s 3 0 %

A u s t ralia

P re s c h o o l
(s e p a ra tio n  fro m  p a re n ts ) 5 9 %
S e p a ra tio n 2 6 %

S tra n g e rs 3 2 %
N e w  e x p e rie n c e s 2 4 %
Th e  d a rk  9 %
L o u d  n o is e s 1 1 %

A c c id e n t, illn e s s , d e a th 7 %
D o c to r, d e n tis t, h o s p ita l 1 3 %
H e ig h ts 2 %

Te a s in g 3 9 %
Fig h tin g  9 %
A d u lts  a rg u in g  4 %

D o g s /A n im a ls 1 3 %
In s e c ts  1 5 %

B a d  d re a m s , n ig h tm a re s 1 7 %
G h o s ts , m o n s te rs , s p irits 1 5 %

Table 2 : Comparative F ear report conducted in Canada and Australia-using Sorin’s F ear Categories (2 0 0 2 )



18

CANADIAN CHILDREN CHILD STUDY

New experiences, such as field trips to

new places, were also reported as a fear

by 35% of Canadian caregivers.

Canadian caregiver, Sheila described a

field trip the class had taken to a fire sta-

tion: “One little girl, coming back from

the fire station, had nightmares for a

couple of weeks, scared that her house

was going to catch on fire.” In compari-

son, only 24% of Australian caregivers

reported this fear. Reasons for this differ-

ence could be the number of excursions

taken by each group or the way children

are prepared for excursions. Other fears

more widely reported in Canada than in

Australia, were fear of monsters and fear

of the dark, with twice as many reports in

Canada than in Australia. This might

suggest different messages coming to

children from other people, or the media

in each country. Fear of heights was

much more prevalent in Australia, with

15% of Australian caregivers reporting

this fear as compared to 2% of Canadian

caregivers. This may be partly due to

children in Australia spending more time

outdoors and often gaining confidence

with hills and steep terrain.

Australian caregivers’ incidence of

reporting fears of failure, criticism and

embarrassment was far greater than their

Canadian counterparts. While an emo-

tion survey item presented to Australian

caregivers included fear of teasing and

punishment, 39% of Australian care-

givers reported that preschool-aged chil-

dren are afraid of being teased and 22%

reported that they are afraid of punish-

ment. Neither teasing nor punishment,

were suggested as fears by Canadian

caregivers, although one reported a fear

of embarrassment and another a fear of

the teacher not liking the child. Perhaps

if these items had been explicitly men-

tioned the Canadian figures might have

reflected this. See Table 2.

The fear items that Canadian caregivers

reported more strongly than their

Australian counterparts were fear of loud

noises, fear of new experiences, fear of

dogs and other animals, fear of monsters

and other intangible things, fear of the

dark and fear of heights. This is despite

their mention in the Australian caregiver-

s’emotion survey. This may suggest that

Canadian caregivers are more aware of

young children’s fears or that children in

Canada actually do have a wider range of

fears than children in Australia.

Other fears more widely

reported in Canada than in

Australia, were fear of

monsters and fear of the dark ,

with twice as many reports in

Canada than in Australia. This

might suggest different

messages coming to children

from other people, or the

media in each country.

Fear Displays

Both Canadian and Australian caregivers

were asked to describe how children

show fear. In neither case was there a

survey item that described various fear

displays, yet for the large part similar

responses were elicited. They were: cry-

ing, verbalizing, withdrawing and hid-

ing, body language, clinging to an adult,

and screaming or vocalizing. The differ-

ence, as with fears themselves, was the

extent to which each response was

reported by caregivers in both countries.

Table 3 compares fear display reports by

county.

While a great percentage of both

Canadian and Australian caregivers

reported that children show fear by cry-

ing (70% and 67%), the extent of other

fear displays varied considerably

between countries. Canadian children

were reported as more likely to verbalize

or use body language to show their fear,

while Australian children were reported

to more likely withdraw and hide, get

close to or cling to an adult, or scream

and vocalize.

Fifty percent of caregivers in Canada

reported that children verbalize, or talk

about their fears. Linda, a caregiver in

Canada, said: “D epending on their age

and if they have language and social

skills, they might tell you [about their

fear].” This is compared with only 29%

of Australian caregivers who reported

this fear display. Alternatively, 29% of

Australian caregivers reported that chil-

dren scream or vocalise to show their

fear. Australian caregiver, Helen, said

that children show their fear by “crying,

getting upset and screaming.” While

only 10% of Canadian caregivers noted

this fear display, it was often related to a

lack of language skill. Canadian caregiv-

er, Tina explained, “the child who is

afraid of dogs is actually a child who

doesn’t have much speech, so he’s not

telling us with his words. He’s making a

noise, showing us he’s afraid.”

Forty-five percent of Canadian care-

givers said that children show fear

through their body language, yet this was

only reported by 10% of Australian care-

givers. Canadian caregiver, Paula, noted

“U sually you can tell [that children are

afraid] by their body language, their

face.” Canadian caregiver, Carrie added:

“Sometimes you can just tell by a certain

child’s reaction that they’re nervous.

They…do some physical thing like hold

onto their mouth, or pace…If they have a

look of fear or nervousness, you can tell

they want to say something or do some-

thing and they’re just trying to figure

what to do at that time…so it’s usually

something in their physical characteris-

tics.” Yet one of the very few mentions of

body language as a way of showing fear

in Australia came from caregiver, Liz,

who said that children showed fear

“through verbal and non-verbal cues

and it also comes out through their body

language.”
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According to caregivers’ reports,

Australian children were more prone to

withdraw and hide, and to get close or

cling to an adult. Seventy-one percent of

Australian caregivers said that children

show fear by withdrawing and hiding,

while only 35% of their Canadian coun-

terparts mentioned this fear display.

Likewise, 38% of Australian caregivers

reported that children who are afraid get

close to or cling to an adult, while only

25% of Canadian caregivers reported this

fear display. Canadian caregiver, Brad

said, “they’ll hold onto a leg or grab onto

an arm for some reassurance that things

are going to be okay.” Australian care-

giver, Kelly reported that children dis-

play fear “either with lots of crying or

clinging to parents. Or sometimes when

children are withdrawn, reluctant to join

the group, scared to become part of the

larger group.”

Conclusion

While young children in Canada and in

Australia experience a number of similar

fears, there are variations in the extent to

which they experience them. While both

groups seem to be similar in the extent to

which they experience the fear of being

harmed and fear of the intangible,

Canadian children are reported to experi-

ence fear of the unfamiliar and fear of

insects and animals to a much greater

extent than Australian children.

Conversely, Australian children are

reported to experience fear of separation

from attachment figures and fear of fail-

ure, criticism and embarrassment to a

much greater extent than their Canadian

counterparts.

For the most part fear displays are simi-

lar in both countries. It is the extent to

which they are used or noticed that

varies. In both countries the majority of

caregivers reported that children cry

when they are afraid. However, in

Canada children are reported to verbalize

their fear and use body language to dis-

play their fear to a much greater extent

than was reported in Australia. In

Australia, children are more widely

reported to withdraw from the feared sit-

uation and to hide or cling to an adult

much more so than children in Canada.

This could be due to children being more

encouraged to express themselves ver-

bally and through body language in

Canada, or to differences in the way that

caregivers recognize children’s fear dis-

plays in the two countries.

This study was undertaken to determine

whether young children experience and

display fear in similar ways cross-cultur-

ally, or whether there are differences.

Through insights gleaned from this

research, it is hoped that caregivers can

expand their understandings of what

young children are afraid of and how

they might express their fear. Through

this richer understanding of issues, we

can anticipate better pedagogical prac-

tice in response to children’s emotions.
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