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ABOUT WESTSIDE CIRCUS 
 
The Westside Circus offers people an exciting and active way to play and learn 
together. We teach workshops across Victoria to many diverse groups with the aim 
of developing confidence, cooperation and self-expression in a safe environment 
where everyone is welcome.  Group leaders support participants as they develop 
their skills, creating a real sense of community and shared achievement.  For more 
information about Westside Circus, see our website at www.westsidecircus.org.au  
 
 

THE BRIMBANK CHILDREN’S CIRCUS PROJECT 
 
The Circus Experience Facilitators course and handbook have been developed 
through the Brimbank Children’s Circus Project, which combines circus arts activities 
and early literacy development with a community learning approach to enable 
children and their parents to share positive interactions and literacy in a playful and 
supportive environment.  
  
The project was based on local research which shows a need to build capacity of 
parents and families to increase literacy and learning in 3-5 year olds in the City of 
Brimbank.  Our evaluations have shown that participation in this project increases 
confidence and self esteem, builds positive parent-child relationships, capacity to 
play with one’s own children, awareness of local services,  sense of belonging to a 
community and reduction in  social isolation for both parents and children. 
 
The circus workshops were designed for children and parents to come together and 
participate in a fun and educational experience.  The reason we have developed our 
workshops with this model is that it builds positive parent-child relationships and 
increases the motivation of the child to engage fully in the activities.  Workshops 
using the parent-child model also provide adults with new ideas for positive play, and 
allow them the space to focus directly on the children without the distractions of 
everyday life.  
 

 

HOW TO USE THIS HANDBOOK 
 
This handbook will guide you through some ideas for creating your own circus 
experience for 3-5 year olds.  The handbook contains practical information about 
ways to create a positive play space, how to introduce themes and make your own 
games, and an introduction to circus equipment and teaching basic circus skills.  The 
handbook will also explain some of the benefits of circus activities for children’s 
development, and show an example of how you could structure your own circus 
experience. 
 
This handbook is to be used in conjunction with the Circus Experience Facilitators 
Training Course.  It is not designed to be used as a sole teaching resource.  It is also 
expected that Circus Experience Facilitators will have teacher and first aid training, 
as well as a current Working With Children check. 
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THE CIRCUS KIT 
 
Participants of this program will be using a circus kit which includes these items: 
 

o 30 x colourful juggling scarves  
 

o 30 x soft juggling balls  
 

o 1 long skipping rope  
 

o 1 pack of jumbo chalk  
 

o 1 storybook, “Olivia Saves the Circus”  
 

o Musical instruments – 1 x egg shaker, 1 x castanet  

 
o Circus Shape and Balance Flip Book  

 

 

GOALS FOR CIRCUS EXPERIENCE LEADERS 
 

o To have FUN and provide a fun experience to others! 
 
o To provide a safe and supportive environment, both physically and 

emotionally.  
 

o To provide early learning opportunities through the circus skills and activities. 
 

o To build positive parent-child relationships. 
 

o To reduce social isolation for families and build supportive communities. 
 

o To involve children of all skill levels and abilities. 
 

o To provide physical challenges, develop strength, coordination, balance and 
flexibility through a range of circus skills including: 

 
• Scarf and ball juggling 

• Basic partner balances 

• Creative games 

• Circus body shapes and movements 

 
o To provide social and emotional development that encourages: 

 
• Self confidence and self expression 

• Group working skills 

• Trust, responsibility and inclusiveness 
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HOW WE CREATE A POSITIVE SPACE 
 

• Prepare the space by clearing the floor of furniture and toys so that children 
can move safely around the room and focus on the circus experience without 
being distracted by other objects.  You may also wish to put some music on 
to help bring the space alive with fun. 

 
• Use positive language , for example, rather than saying, “Don’t do that!” to a 

child who is throwing a ball at a classmate, we might say, “How about you try 
this?” and get the child involved in throwing and counting how many times he 
can catch the ball.  This way the child’s inappropriate behaviour is redirected 
in a positive way without having to draw the group’s attention to them. 

 
• Create a sense of inclusion  for all participants by welcoming everyone to 

the class and making an effort to talk to each participant throughout the class.  
This might include finding ways to encourage and praise the more reluctant or 
challenging children, to make sure they still feel like part of the group.  Making 
a circle with the group at the beginning and end of the class brings people 
together and allows everyone to have a say.  During the class let participants 
know they are valued and thank them for their ideas by using positive, 
encouraging phrases such as “Great idea!” “Good try!” or “You did it!” 

 
• Create a supportive and non-competitive environment  by allowing 

children to learn at their own pace, and encouraging them through each new 
step.  For example, one child might be learning to catch a ball, another may 
be throwing and catching two balls.  Each child needs encouragement and 
celebration of their achievements whatever stage they are at.  Phrases like 
“Have another go!” and “You can do it!” will help keep them motivated.  

 
 

CLASS THEMES 
 
When planning a circus experience, it’s great to begin with a theme.  Themes are a 
fantastic starting point for creative ideas.  Themes provide the opportunity to 
introduce new ideas to children in a fun and engaging way.  Themes allow children to 
ask questions, understand ideas, and share their own knowledge.  They allow the 
group leader to plan creative games that are varied and fun.  If families are aware of 
the theme prior to the circus class, they can discuss the topic at home and think 
about ideas for dressing up if they wish. 
 
Here are some examples of a range of different them es we use: 
 
Shape Day - Learning body shapes specific to circus, playing games in which 
participants make different shapes together, identifying and naming drawn shapes. 
 
Colour Day - Playing games using colours, placing body parts on different coloured 
scarves, identifying different colours.  “Crocodile Crocodile” is a fantastic game for 
colour day. 
 
Animal Day - Creative play based on animals, identifying different animals, 
discussing specific animal characteristics. This could be Australian animals, farm 
animals, jungle animals or any others you can think of! 
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The Body - Learning names of body parts, moving the body in a variety of ways, co-
ordinating different body movements. 
 
Number Day - Playing with numbers, counting, getting into different sized groups, 
playing “What’s the Time Mr Wolf?” 
 
Clown Day - Creative play using emotions, silly walks, facial expressions, learning 
more about the circus. 
 
Which Way Day - Playing games that involve directions; up, down, forwards 
backwards, diagonal etc. 
  
Transport Day - Learning about different forms of transport and creating them with 
our bodies; trains, motorbikes, surfboard, roller-skates, etc. 
  
Garden Day - Learning about gardens in a fun and creative way, worms in compost, 
planting vegies, flowers and trees. 
 
Pyjama Party - Sharing our home experience through creative play; cooking, eating, 
sleeping, housework, pets. 
 
 
Here are some more theme ideas you can use in your own circus experience: 
 

o Invention day 
o Sign Language day 
o Outer space 
o Forest 
o Pirates 
o Patterns  
o Disguise day 
o Sock puppet day 
o Four elements (earth, air, fire, 

water) 

o Outdoor adventure 
o Beach party 
o Surprise day 
o Dress up party 
o Under the Sea 
o Magical world 
o Robots of the future 
o Topsy-turvy / Inside-out day 
o Monsters 
o Smell day 

 
 

GAMES 
 
Games are an excellent tool for getting children excited about learning.  Creative play 
engages participants’ bodies and minds, and allows the group to explore the chosen 
theme.  We use themes to inspire the games we create for our circus workshops. We 
also use elements of existing games, and change them to suit our theme.  You can 
use any games you already know to inspire you.  Here is a list of existing games that 
you could play.  You can also use these game structures to help you make your own 
games. 
 

o Captain’s Coming   
We imagine the room is a pirate ship.  The group leader becomes Captain of 
the ship, and tells the group what to do.  Each side of the room has a different 
instruction, as you can see from the picture on the following page: 
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“Captain’s Coming” Game 
 

“Land Ahoy” Run to the top of the room 
and call out “Land Ahoy!” together 

 
 
 
 
 
“Port”         “Starboard”   
Run to the left       Run to the 
side of the room      right side of the  
        room 
 
 
 
 
  
      

“Seasick” Run to the bottom of the room 
and pretend to be seasick 

 
As well as using the sides of the room, here are some other instructions you 
can give the group: 

 
“Captain’s Coming!”  – Stand up straight and salute the Captain. 
 “Scrub the Decks”  –Crouch down and pretend to scrub the floor. 
“Climb the Rigging”  – Pretend to quickly climb a rope ladder. 
“Dead Pirate”  – Pretend to die in an exaggerated way. 
 
Children enjoy the fast pace of “Captain’s Coming”, and the basic game 
structure is easily adapted to different themes, as you will see in our section 
on game creation.  

  

More Games 
 

o Grandmother’s Footsteps 
One person stands on the far side of the room facing away from the group.  
This person is the Grandmother.  They have some kind of treasure (for 
example a scarf or ball) behind them on the floor.  The rest of the group lines 
up across the other side of the room, facing toward the Grandmother.  The 
aim of the group is to sneak up on the Grandmother and steal her treasure 
without being seen to move.   

 
The group may start moving forward when the Grandmother is facing away, 
and must stop every time she turns around to look at them.  If the 
Grandmother sees a participant move when she looks at the group, that 
person must return to the starting position.  The person who reaches 
Grandmother’s treasure first must pick it up and the whole group must run as 
fast as they can back to the starting position.  If the group wants to play 
again, the person who stole the treasure can become the Grandmother. 
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o Musical Hoops 
The room is set up before starting the game with a circle of hula-hoops 
spread out on the floor. If you don’t have hula-hoops, large sheets of 
butcher’s paper can replace them.  This game involves participants moving in 
different ways to the music, (eg. hopping, dancing, jumping), and when the 
music stops, they must jump into a hoop or onto a piece of paper.  As the 
game progresses, hoops or paper are removed so that people must work 
together to make sure everyone fits into the remaining hoops or paper.  
Children love it if an adult pretends to be a shark or hungry crocodile that will 
nibble at their toes if they step out of the hula-hoop or paper.  This game is 
great for exploring different ways of moving around the space, for example 
big steps, little steps, wobbly walks, skipping. 
 
 

o Crocodile Crocodile 
One adult becomes the crocodile and stands in the middle of the room.  The 
rest of the group stands in a line across one side of the space.  The group’s 
aim is to cross the space without getting caught by the crocodile.  The way 
they cross is by singing a song to the crocodile: 
 
“Crocodile, Crocodile, may we cross your river? 
If not, why not?  What’s your favourite colour?” 
 
The crocodile chooses a colour, and everyone in the group that is wearing 
that colour may walk safely across to the other side.  The remaining people 
have to run past the crocodile – if they get caught, they become a crocodile 
as well, and when the song is repeated one of them chooses the next colour.  
The game finishes when the whole group have become crocodiles.  

 
 

o Rhythm game  
With the group sitting in a circle, the leader creates a short rhythm, which the 
group must repeat back.  This is a great way to get the group focused again 
after a break or another activity has finished.  The leader can change the 
rhythm or ask a child to create a new rhythm for the group to copy.  Rhythms 
can be created by clapping hands together, slapping hands on legs or tapping 
the floor. 

 
 

o Creative Clumps 
The leader gets some fun music ready to play, and tells the group a way to 
move around the space, (eg. walking on tiptoes).  When the music starts, the 
group begins to move.  When the music stops, the leader will call out a 
number, and participants must get into groups of that size, for example, 
“Groups of three”.  The leader then gives the groups a creative image or 
shape, which they must build with their bodies.  For example, they could build 
“a circle”, “a castle”, or “a scary monster”.  Groups are given about ten 
seconds to build their shape.  This game encourages participants to work 
together creatively, and develops their communication skills. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 9 

When creating your own games based on your chosen t heme, here are a few 
important elements to think about including: 
  

o Running, which uses the children’s natural energy 

o Freezes in different shapes (this can include Circus Shapes, page 11-12 ) 

o Changes in direction  

o Different ways of moving in the space, (eg. skipping, hopping, jumping, 

dancing, Circus Movements, page 13 ) 

o Character and imagination play, (eg. pretending to be different animals) 

o Music 

o Simple group tasks, either in small groups or with the whole class 

 

 

GAME CREATION 
 
The best way to explain how we create games is to show you an example using the 
same structure as “Captain’s Coming”  with our chosen theme, “Under the Sea” .   
 
As we saw in “Captain’s Coming”, a simple way to start creating a game is to give 
four instructions for the different sides of the room. The leader can repeat these 
instructions many times, giving the group a chance to run and use their energy.  
 

“Under The Sea” Game 
 

SEAWEED  
Run to the top of the room, parents form a group and pretend they are 
seaweed, children become tiny fish and swim through the seaweed. 

 
 
 

HIGH TIDE         LOW TIDE  
 Run to the left         Run to the right  

and pretend you         and pretend you  
are surfing a big         are a crab in the 
wave          shallow water 

 
 

STARFISH ON ROCKS 
 

STARFISH 
Run to the bottom, parents curl up small and pretend to be rocks, 

children make a starfish shape, and stick onto a rock 
 
 

As well as these four side instructions, there are many other instructions you can use 
for your “Under the Sea” game.  Instructions can be repeated, especially ones that 
the whole group enjoys.  Your imagination is the limit!  Here are some of our ideas: 
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o Shark Attack 
Parents become sharks and chase their children around the room, 
then swap so children become the sharks and chase their parents. 

 
 

o Sea Creature Dance 
The leader helps the group to think of different sea creatures they could be.  
Once a creature is chosen some music is played and everybody dances 
around the room like that creature.  When the music stops another creature 
can be chosen.  Examples could be an octopus with waving arms, a school of 
fish clumped together, dancing crabs, a sea-serpent or a wobbling jellyfish.  

 
 

o Fish out of Water 
All of the children run to the edges of the room and become stranded fish on 
the sand, wriggling on their tummies and flapping their fins.  The parents’ job 
is to roll the fish back into the water in the middle of the room. 

 
 

o Whirlpool 
The group runs around in a circle in the middle of the space, getting faster 
and faster as if they are stuck in a whirlpool. 

 
 

o Creative Clumps 
The class divides into groups of four (two parents, two children), and the 
leader gives everyone an idea for a theme-related shape that each group 
must build together.  For example, they could make a mermaid’s castle, giant 
shark jaws, or an underwater shipwreck.  The leader can count to ten so the 
groups work together as quickly as they can to make their frozen shape. 

 
 
Now you can see how to use the structure of “Captain’s Coming” to make your own 
game with another theme.  You can also use other existing games as a starting 
point, or just see where your imagination leads you!  
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CIRCUS BODY SHAPES AND MOVEMENTS 
 
We use a series of basic body shapes and movements to help develop body 
coordination.  These physical skills will provide a fantastic start for children in their 
everyday life.  Adults in the workshop can assist children by joining in, encouraging 
them, and supporting them through new or challenging activities with hands on help.  
 
 

Circus Body Shapes   
 
(Also see the Shape and Balance Flip Book in your circus kit) 

 
 

 
Star - feet out, arms out 

 

 
 

 
Rocket - feet together, arms together 

 

 
 

 
 

Tuck - feet on floor,  
make a small ball 

 
 

 
 

 
Motorbike - knees bent, 

arms out, chest up 
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Superhero - lying on front, 

lift arms and legs, 
keep them straight 

 

 
 

 
Dish – lying on back, 

lift arms and legs, 
keep them straight 

 

 
 
 

 
Bear - straight arms, straight legs, 

look at your knees 
 

 
 

 
Cat– hands and knees on floor, 
    make a strong tabletop 
 

 
 
 

 
Happy Cat - dip tummy down, lift head up 

 
 

 
 

 
Angry Cat - arch back up,  

look at belly-button 
 

 
 
 

 
These short descriptions of the shapes can be repeated together as a group when 
the children practise them.  This will assist with the children’s recall and correct body 
positioning in the shapes. 
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Circus Movements   
 

o Star jumps - start in star shape, jump your arms and legs together to make a 
rocket shape, then jump back to star and repeat 

 
o Rocket jumps - hold a rocket position, take small jumps forward keeping legs 

together and body straight 
 

o Sausage rolls - Lie on the floor with a straight body and arms stretched out 
above your head.  Roll along the floor sideways from superhero to dish shape  

 
o Bear walks- holding the bear shape, keep arms and legs straight and walk 

forward across the floor 
 

o Giant steps- take a big step forward, making sure the front knee is bent.  
Now bring the opposite hand across the body to tap the front knee twice 

 
o Long jumps - start with knees bent and take a big jump forward, landing in 

motorbike shape with bent knees, chest up and arms out in front, flash your 
fingers three times, counting along “One, two, three!” 

 
o Bunny hops- start in a tuck position, reach your hands forward, place them 

on the floor and jump your feet to your hands 
 

o Crab walks- begin sitting on your bottom with knees bent and feet on the 
floor.  Put your hands on the floor behind you with fingers pointing towards 
your feet.  Push your tummy into the air, taking the weight in just your hands 
and feet.  Walk sideways like a crab without dropping your bottom to the floor. 

 
(See the photo of crab shape below) 
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TWO SIMPLE CIRCUS BALANCES 
 
Here are two simple circus balances with safety instructions.  The balances use 
circus shapes explained in the previous section.  It is important to practise the circus 
shapes with the group before you move on to the balances.  It is also important to 
give the group instructions for safety before they begin practising the balances.  
 

Cat On Cat 
 

 
 

o The parent forms a cat shape on the floor.  It is important that the 
shoulders are directly over the wrists, and hips directly over the knees 
to ensure a strong structure.   

 
o The safe places to put weight on this shape are over the shoulders 

(supported by the arms) and over the hips (supported by the legs).  
 

o Weight must not be placed in the middle of the back  as there is 
nothing to support this area and too much pressure could cause 
injury.    

 
o Children stand to the side of the parent, and place their hands on the 

parent’s shoulders.   
 

o Children take one knee up onto the hips, and then bring the other 
knee up so they are in a cat position on top of their parent.   

 
o Another adult may need to help children if they are too small to climb 

up by themselves.   
 

o To come down, children take one foot gently onto the floor, and then 
bring their other leg down.  Discourage children from jumping down 
from the balance, as this is less safe for them, and can put more strain 
on the adult’s back. 
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Low Thigh-stand 
 

 
 
 

o Parents begin by kneeling on the floor with their bottom resting on 
their heels and the tops of their feet flat on the floor.   

 
o Children come and stand in front of their parent.   

 
o Parents place their hands out with palms facing up.  Children hold 

onto the parent’s wrists, and parents hold onto the child’s wrists.  This 
handgrip is called “Monkey Grip”.   

 
o Children step one foot up onto the parent’s thigh just above the knee 

with their foot turned out, then they step the second foot up onto the 
other thigh in the same way.  We call this foot position “Frog Feet”.  

 
o Children need to hold a straight body and straight arms.  Parent’s 

arms should also straighten out as they lean back slightly to support 
the weight of their child.   

 
o To come down safely, children will keep holding monkey grip as they 

step one foot back down to the ground, and then the other. 
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CIRCUS EQUIPMENT 
 
In this section we will outline a few different ideas for how to use the equipment in 
your circus kit!  Remember, you can also use your imagination and try new things. 
 

Scarves 

 

Scarves are a good way to learn to move objects. 
Scarves float slowly and gently in the air, which 
means you have more time to put your hands in the 
right place to catch them.  

 
o Tail Chasing Game 1 

Children tuck scarves into the back of their pants or skirt to make a tail.  
Parents chase children and try to catch the tail. When the parent succeeds 
they say “Got your tail!” then give it back to the child and the game continues.  
After a while, swap the scarves.  Parents now have the tail and it’s the child’s 
turn to catch it. 

 
o Tail Chasing Game 2 

Both children and parents have a tail. Everyone is chasing each other’s tails 
and trying not to get their tails stolen. As before once you have caught the tail 
give it back so the game can continue. This game can also be played just 
with children chasing each other’s tails.  

 
o Run and Catch 

One person throws the scarf into the air and the other person runs in from a 
distance to catch the scarf before it touches the ground.   

 
o Magic Trick 

Scrunch the scarf into a ball, hold it in front of your mouth and pretend to 
‘sneeze’.  When you ‘sneeze’, blow the scarf away and it will look like it has 
appeared out of nowhere! 

 
o Blow the Scarf Away 

Hold the scarf by the two top corners in front of your face.  Take a big breath 
in, and let go of the scarf as you blow it away.   

 
o Throwing and Catching 

The child holds the scarf by the tip, lifts their arm up high, and tosses the 
scarf into the air with the palm of their hand facing down.  Then they reach up 
with their other hand to catch the scarf.  Parents and children can also try 
throwing and catching the scarf back and forth between them.  The parent 
can give helpful instructions to the child, such as “Watch the scarf as it goes 
into the air”.  Another activity the group can try is throwing the scarf high in 
the air and catching it on different parts of their bodies, for example their arm, 
head, knee or foot. 
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Juggling Balls 
 
Balls are great for improving hand-eye coordination, reflexes and movement skills  
 

o Throw and catch with two hands, then try to throw and catch with one hand 

o Throw from one hand to the other 

o Balance the ball on different body parts eg. On your head, knee, or foot 

o Balance the ball on your head, then make a cup shape with your hands in 

front of your chest.  Look at your hands - the ball will drop right into them 

o Throw the ball from parent to child 

o Put the ball between your knees and walk, keeping knees squeezed together 

o Put the ball under your arm and walk, squeezing your arm into your body 

o Put the ball between your ankles and jump, squeezing your feet together 

o Put the ball behind your knee, squash it between your calf and thigh then hop 

o Parent and child squash one ball between their tummies and turn in a circle 

o Parent and child put a ball in between their foreheads and turn in a circle  

o Parent and child put a ball in between their hips and turn in a circle 

o Clown play – Ask the group to imagine what else this object could be? 

 

Skipping Rope 
 
Skipping rope is a fun way to get the whole group working together.  These activities 
help children to understand and control their bodies in relation to the movement of 
the skipping rope.  Here are some skipping ideas to get you started! 
 

o Jump the winding river  
Two adults wiggle the rope from side to side on the ground and children jump 
over the rope without letting it touch their feet 
 

o Jump the scary snake   
Two adults flick the rope gently up and down, so children have to jump a little 
higher to get over it 

 
o Crawl under the electric eel   

Two adults raise the rope off the ground and wiggle it from side to side. 
Children must crawl under the rope either on their stomach, or lying on their 
back, using their arms and legs to travel 

 
o Jump the waves 

Two adults swing the rope gently from side to side.  Children must run and 
jump over the rope as it comes towards them, trying not to let their feet touch 
the rope 

 
o 1, 2, 3, Run under the rope!  

Two adults swing the rope from side to side as they count “One, two, three!” 
On “three” they turn the rope in a full circle as the group runs underneath it 
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Chalk   
 
Chalk can be used to help children learn the circus body shapes and movements.  
For example, if you have carpet or mats in your play area, you could write “Star” on 
the floor with a drawing of what the shape looks like, so that children have something 
in front of them to look at as they practice their circus body shapes.  You can also 
use the chalk to draw simple theme-related pictures around the room to encourage 
the group to think about the theme throughout their circus experience.  This will help 
develop the children’s ability to read and understand symbols, preparing them for 
further literacy and learning. 
 

    
 
 

Storybook “Olivia Saves The Circus” 
 
This storybook has a circus theme and allows the group to learn about circus outside 
their classroom experience.  The book can also lead to discussion and questions 
from children.  Reading to children introduces them to literacy, and teaches them the 
basic ideas of book structure such as following the direction of sentences, relating 
pictures and words and understanding the story.  For younger children, you may 
want to start with just a few pages of the story, and return to it again another time.  
When you are ready to continue with the story you can say to the group, “Remember 
last time we read about…” so they can follow on from wherever the story is up to.    
 
 

Musical Instruments 
 
The circus kit includes an egg shaker and a castanet that could be used as part of a 
rhythm game, or as signals for the group to respond to.  For example, if you were 
playing a game where people had to move around the space, you could use the egg 
shaker sound to signal “start”, and the castanet click to signal “stop”.  Using the 
instruments in this game would help develop the children’s listening skills and recall 
abilities.  Another idea you could try is using the instruments to link to your theme, so 
the egg shaker could make the sound of a train for “transport day”, and the castanet 
could make the sound of a horse for “animal day”.  The children might be curious and 
want to see the instruments close up, so you could also make a circle with the group 
and allow each child to have a go of making sounds with the instruments. 
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CIRCUS & EARLY CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT 
With thanks to Helen Eades, consultant from Lady Gowrie Child Centre 

 
In a circus class young children are learning to interact with others, and behave in a 
class context. They are learning life skills including teamwork, trust and self-esteem.  
Much of what they do in a circus class helps children to develop their bodies and 
minds in ways that prepare them for further school learning.   
 
Learning and movement are deeply connected.  This means we understand 
concepts more easily when we physically experience them. For example a great way 
to teach 3-5 year olds about ideas like high and low, big and small, wide and narrow, 
fast and slow is for them to actually make these shapes with their bodies. Circus 
activities can also stimulate other areas of learning associated with literacy and early 
school-readiness. 
 
 

Activities That Prepare Children For Reading:  
 

o Using both eyes together, looking from left to righ t, crossing the midline 
of the body  - following a scarf with eyes from far right to left 

 
o Sustained attention and concentration  - watching others perform, listening 

while instructions are given, concentrating on one skill for a particular period 
of time 

 
o Directionality and motor planning  - knowing where your body or limbs are 

going to go next and being able to plan this – working through a set of circus 
movements, practising balances 

 
o Hearing and matching visual symbols and speech soun ds  - floor signs 

with pictures being read aloud by parents or group leaders 
 

o Memory of sounds and shapes  - learning body shapes like superhero, dish, 
tuck etc, floor signs being read aloud by parents or group leaders 

 
o Hand-eye coordination  - juggling scarves and balls 

 
o Timing, rhythm and phrasing of speech patterns  - ongoing communication 

by speaking to the group and asking them to speak in some activities. 
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The Body’s Balance System 
 
Our body’s balance system is located in the inner ear.  The balance system allows us 
to coordinate large and small movements with our bodies, and helps us focus and 
follow objects with our eyes.  Our balance system also tells us where our body is in 
space, so it is important for our body awareness.  Practising certain physical 
activities will help to develop young children’s balance systems so they can continue 
to meet new physical challenges as they grow. 
 

Activities That Use The Body’s Balance System: 
 

o Jumping  - long jumps, rocket jumps  
 

o Rotating, spinning - egg rolls, sausage rolls 
 

o Following an object with eyes  - such as juggling scarves or balls 
 

o Balance  – balancing on one foot, balancing on a chalk-drawn line 
 

o Catching different sized and shaped objects  - juggling scarves and balls, 
playing with bigger balls 

 
o Steps - climbing smoothly up and down onto different sized steps 

 

 

Cross-lateral Movement 
 
This is the ability to move both sides of the body individually or together, and to cross 
the midline of the body, for example reaching across the body and tapping your left 
leg with your right hand.  Moving in these different ways means we are using both 
sides of our brain.  When children are able to do this, it marks an important stage of 
development for their body and their mind.  Practising cross-lateral movement helps 
us coordinate our body for large and small actions, such as jumping, or holding a pen 
and writing.  Learning to read is also a cross-lateral activity that uses both sides of 
the brain – we read the words with one side of our brain, and understand the 
meaning of the words with the other side.   
 

Activities that use both sides of the brain at once: 
 

o Marching 

o Skipping with arms swinging 

o Cross-pattern exercises of right hand to left knee,  for example “Giant 
Steps” , as described in the Circus Movements section on p age 13 

 
o Thinking and moving activities involved in games of  chase and relays 

o Body awareness activities such as passing a ball be hind your back or 
under your leg  
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CLASS STRUCTURE 
 
Here we will outline an example of a class structure to assist you in planning your 
circus experience from beginning to end.  The class structure can be flexible and 
activities can be moved around, or taken out to suit the needs of your group.  If you 
are planning a longer class, you could also include a short break in the middle of the 
session for people to have a drink or snack if they need.   
 

        Tips for keeping young children involved 
 
Young children will find it difficult to stay focused on one activity for a long time, so 
breaking your session up into a range of smaller activities might work best for your 
group.  Moving quickly from one activity to the next will help you keep the children’s 
attention.  For example, rather than having the group wait while you put away 
equipment, you could turn it into another task for the children to help with, by saying 
“Everybody collect all the yellow scarves and put them in this bag!” and then working 
through the other coloured scarves until the floor is clear for your next activity.  This 
way the children stay involved and are ready and listening for the next instructions.   
 

Example class structure using “colour day” theme 
  

Activity 
 

Learning 

Experiences 
Time 

 
Equipment Out 
 
Equipment such as 
scarves or balls can be put 
out at the start of the class 
for children to play with.   

 
You might also like to play 
some fun music.   
 
Once the children have 
had a play with their 
parents and are feeling 
more comfortable, the 
leader can give 
instructions for different 
ways to play with the 
equipment (see the circus 
equipment section for 
ideas).   
 
Parents and children can 
also be creative by 
inventing new ways to play 
with the equipment.  

 
Learning Experiences 
 
Parent/Child interaction, 
team work 
 
Exploring new creative 
ideas with equipment 
 
Time to allow children to 
feel comfortable and build 
their confidence before 
starting the more 
structured activities 
 
Listening and following 
instructions 
 
Balance, co-ordination, 
body awareness, spatial 
awareness, strength and 
flexibility 
 

 
Suggested Length: 
 
10 minutes 
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Activity 
 

Learning 

Experiences 
Time 

 
Welcoming Circle 
 
We begin the structured 
part of the class with name 
jumps and themed signs in 
a circle.   

 
In the Name Jumps, each 
person in the circle jumps 
up one at a time and says 
their name to the group.   
 
In the Themed Signs, 
each person makes a 
shape with their body and 
says a word to do with the 
theme, and then the whole 
group repeats the shape 
and word together.   
 
For example, on Colour 
Day a child may step 
forward, clap her hands 
together and say “Purple”.  
The group would then 
copy her movement and 
word, and then the next 
person in the circle would 
make their sign. 
 

 
Learning Experiences 
 
Speaking to the group 
 
Building confidence 
 
Creative response to 
different themes 
 
Learning others’ names 
 
Team work, group 
connection and community 
building 
 

 
Suggested Length: 
 
5 minutes 
 

 
Creative Game 
 
A creative game is played 
based on the weekly 
theme. 
 
For example:  
“Crocodile Crocodile”  
or a creative colour game 
of your invention. 
 

 
Learning Experiences 

 
Focus and concentration 
while listening to instructions 
 
Following instructions, and 
remembering actions 
 
Creative exploration and play 
 
Answering questions and 
sharing ideas with the group 
 
Parent and child play 
 
Balance, co-ordination, body 
awareness, spatial 
awareness, strength and 
flexibility 
 

 
Suggested Length: 
 
10-15 minutes 
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Activity 
 

Learning 

Experiences 
Time 

 
Circus Skills 
 
One or more circus 
activities  
 
For example: 
 

o Skipping  
 
o Circus Shapes  

& Movements 
 

o Balances 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Learning Experiences 
 
Builds focus, concentration, 
repetition and practice 
 
Provides a physical and 
emotional challenge 
 
Promotes self confidence 
and team work 
 
Listening, remembering and 
applying instructions 
 
Parent/Child interaction, and 
social interaction with other 
children 
 
Answering questions about 
skills and techniques 
 
Learning to wait for a turn 
 
Balance, co-ordination, body 
awareness, spatial 
awareness, strength and 
flexibility 

 
Suggested Length: 
 
15-20 minutes 
 

 
Rhythm Game 
 
Clapping on the floor, 
copying as a group or 
repeating patterns 
 

 
Learning Experiences 
 
Listening and body co-
ordination 
 
Watching and copying the 
rhythm as a group 
 
Focus and concentration 
 

 
Suggested Length: 
 
2-3 minutes 
 

 
Storybook Reading 
 
The leader reads  
“Olivia Saves the Circus” 
to the group 
 
 

 
Learning Experiences 
 
Listening and 
understanding the story 
 
Literacy awareness 
 
Discussion of themes 
 
Learning book structure 
 
Relating words and 
images to ideas 

 
Suggested Length: 
 
5-10 minutes 
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Activity 
 

Learning 

Experiences 
Time 

 
Group Circle 
 
Everybody sits in a circle 
and takes a turn to say 
what they enjoyed most. 
 
This is also a good time to 
let the group know when 
your next circus class 
might be, and which 
theme you’ll be exploring. 
 

 
Learning Experiences 
 
Speaking to a group 
 
Thinking about the circus 
class 
 
Listening and focus skills 
 

 
Suggested Length: 
 
5 minutes 
 

 
Circle Whoosh to Finish 
 
Everybody stands in a 
circle holding hands.  They 
all spread out wide, and 
then run in together 
making a big sound. 
 

 
Learning Experiences 
 
Working together as a group 
 
Celebrating the new attempts 
and achievements of every 
person in the circus class  

 
Suggested Length: 
 
1-2 minutes 
 

    

    

AN ENDING AND A NEW BEGINNING… 
 
We hope the Circus Experience Facilitators Training Course and Handbook have 
provided you with lots of new and exciting ideas to share with your children’s group.  
Remember you can always refer to the handbook to remind you of instructions for 
games, shapes, movements, balances and circus equipment.  Congratulations on 
your participation in the course. 
    

We hope you enjoy creating your own circus We hope you enjoy creating your own circus We hope you enjoy creating your own circus We hope you enjoy creating your own circus 

experience!experience!experience!experience!    
    

    

 Warehouse 3 
433 Smith St 
Fitzroy 3065 
Ph: (03) 9482 2088 
Fax: (03) 9489 9711 
 
info@westsidecircus.org.au 
www.westsidecircus.org.au 
 
ABN 93 737 832 035

 


