
How to… 
Support children’s 
positive behaviour



Let’s start with the more formal 
requirements. Every setting should 
have what’s called a ‘behaviour policy’ 
and each will be different; specific to 
the aims and needs of that particular 
setting. However, in all cases, it should 
include guidelines for promoting 
positive behaviour in both children and 
adults. A behaviour policy will help 
staff understand that children need to 
develop the positive skills and attributes 
of:

• Self-respect and self-esteem.
• Consideration and empathy for 

others.
• Social skills, e.g. being able to 

negotiate with others; and problem-solving.

The behaviour policy should also include guidance in two important areas:

• Promoting appropriate behaviour to the children in the setting.
• Discouraging inappropriate behaviour in the setting.

To help your team keep on track to achieve these aims, it’s a good idea to include specific procedures 
for them to follow, for example:

• Being a positive role model: showing the children what is appropriate behaviour in the setting, by 
yourself setting a positive example in your own behaviour. 

• Showing respect to children, young people and other adults: by the way you listen, your facial 
expression, your body language and by what you say. 

Policies and procedures

The term “supporting children’s positive behaviour” may sound like an obvious phrase and something 
that would naturally occur when working in early years, but the importance of laying the foundations of 
how these young people will behave as they grow older can never be underestimated.

The manner in which we act, speak and treat other people is what forms our behaviour. Those children 
who have a positive social and emotional development are more likely to make friends, settle into 
school with fewer problems, and understand how to behave appropriately in different situations. This 
crucial development will allow them to have strong self-esteem and a good sense of self-worth, but 
also grow feelings of empathy for others. They can have a good understanding of what boundaries are 
and why they are needed. 

How children are guided in their behaviour will have a significant impact on current and later success - 
in terms of social skills development, education and employment.

How to… Support children’s positive behaviour
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The EYFS requires that “children’s behaviour must be managed effectively and in a manner 
appropriate for their stage of development and particular individual needs”.

Code of conduct

If you are an owner or manager of an early years setting, you need to ensure you have a Code of 
Conduct in place to clearly lay out your expectations for your nursery and principles for acceptable 
workplace behaviour. A Code of Conduct is essential to assist staff by offering guidance on reasonable 
conduct with children. Schools are also legally required to have policies and procedures in place to 
identify and prevent bullying. Codes of conduct generally form part of a setting’s behaviour policy and 
these relate to the behaviour of staff as well as to the behaviour of children.

Having a Code of Conduct in place for your team will provide extra guidance as and when the occasion 
arises for dealing with inappropriate behaviour, for example:

• Keeping calm when dealing with inappropriate behaviour.  
• Listening to both sides of the story when there is conflict and apologising if you have made a 

mistake.
• Being consistent when dealing with inappropriate behaviour. 
• Making sure that you do not make any negative comments in front of the children.

Many settings have ways of rewarding positive behaviour and use sanctions to discourage 
inappropriate behaviour. We will look at that in more detail later on.

The main features of a Code of Conduct for children deal with issues such as fairness and taking turns, 
playing safely and not bullying - we’ve listed some of the key issues below. 
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• Praising children: when they have 
shown positive and appropriate 
behaviour – for example, when they 
have shown kindness or been helpful 
to another child. 

• Organising the environment: to make 
it easier for children to understand 
why they need to be patient or to 
take turns. 

• Intervening calmly: to stop children 
from hurting each other or behaving 
in an unsafe way.

• Setting boundaries: supporting 
children in learning what sort of 
behaviour is acceptable and what is 
not.

• Giving a simple explanation or alternative to the child who is finding it difficult to understand the 
boundaries. 

• Adults will not hit nor shake children – this is against the law. It is a misuse of your adult strength 
and goes against all the ground rules for children’s behaviour.  

• Adults will not use verbal humiliation or insults – this would undermine children’s self-esteem and 
would be an example of inappropriate behaviour.



Dealing with conflict and inappropriate behaviour

Everyone working with children needs to be clear about what is meant by ‘inappropriate behaviour’ - 
this is why it is so important to have a behaviour policy. Practitioners must follow the Code of Conduct 
by dealing with conflict in a fair and consistent way.
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The importance of being fair and consistent

It is important that everyone in the setting is both fair and consistent when dealing with children’s 
behaviour. When you are fair and consistent in your response to inappropriate behaviour, the child’s 
sense of security and knowledge of right from wrong will be reinforced. The adult response to 
inappropriate behaviour should be the same, every time that behaviour occurs.

Consistency in applying the boundaries is also important, especially where children need to relate to 
several adults. If you are supervising an activity, the children will expect you to apply the same rules 
as other staff. It undermines your own position if you allow unacceptable behaviour and another staff 
member has to discipline the children you are working with.

Boundaries

These are the limits within which behaviour is acceptable – they identify what may, and may not, be 
done or said. Children need to understand the consequences of not acting within those boundaries. It 
is important that the boundaries are appropriate for the age and stage of development. Examples of 
boundaries for young children are that they may:

• Play outside – but must not tread on the flowerbeds. 
• Watch television – but only until tea is ready. 
• Use the dressing-up clothes – if they put them away when they have finished.

Rules and targets

Your policy should explain the rules that are applied, and how children will be helped to understand 
and learn to keep them. In most cases, the rules are simple and reflect the concerns for safety and for 
children to be considerate of others and their environment. They should be appropriate for the age and 
stage of development of the children and for the particular needs of your setting. Rules apply to the 
forms of behaviour that are encouraged and cover physical, social and verbal aspects.

Rules – or targets – should be 
realistically set for the child’s age and 
stage of development.

Examples of rules or targets for a child 
aged four to five years are to:

• Say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’. 
• Share play equipment.
• Tidy up.
• Be quiet and listen for short periods 

(such as story time or register 
time). 



Stages of behavioural development

Linking behaviour to child development

5

The following stages of behavioural development are, of course, linked only loosely to the ages shown. 
As with any normative measures, they serve only as a rough guide to help understand children’s 
behaviour and how best to respond to it. Much will depend upon children’s experiences and the way in 
which they have been helped to develop effective relationships.

When it comes to assessing the 
children’s behaviour, it is important to 
bear these developmental stages in 
mind and to view the behaviour in the 
context of overall development. For 
example, it is a well-known fact that 
tantrums are a common, even expected, 
feature of a two-year-old child’s 
behaviour. There is bound to be some 
cause for concern, however, if they are a 
regular feature of a six-year-old child’s 
behaviour. 

It is also well known that behaviour is commonly affected by certain factors that are out of the 
children’s control, for example:

• Illness. 
• Accident and injury. 
• Tiredness.

Other factors result from situations that occur, also out of their control, for example:

• The arrival of a new baby.
• Moving house.
• Parental separation or divorce.
• Change of carer – either at home or in a setting.
• Loss or bereavement. 
• Change of setting – such as the transition from home to nursery or nursery to school.

Individual children will respond to these situations differently but regression is common (usually 
temporary) when they revert to behaviour that is immature for them. Events that they do not understand 
will leave them confused, leading to frustration and aggressive outbursts, or they may blame 
themselves, which could result in withdrawn behaviour and the development of inappropriate habits 
through anxiety.

Factors affecting behaviour
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• Antecedent: what happens before, or 
leads up to, the observed behaviour

• Behaviour: the observed behaviour 
- what the child says and how he or 
she acts (this is any behaviour, both 
positive and negative)

• Consequence: what happens 
following the observed behaviour

As a childcare practitioner, you 
observe children’s behaviour on a 
daily basis (whether or not you make 
a written record) in order to contribute 
to discussions and develop positive 
practice in managing inappropriate 
aspects. In your setting, you should 
try to see not only how other staff and 
parents deal with incidents, but also which methods seem to be effective with which children.

Here, we look at how we can understand behaviour, and in doing so, it’s helpful to note whether there 
are particular incidents or situations that seem to trigger inappropriate behaviour. Some of these can 
be avoided altogether by minor changes in routine or approach, but others, such as siblings or peers 
teasing each other, will occur frequently. It’s not just adults that need strategies in place - children also 
need to be given strategies and support to be able to cope with them effectively.

It is important never to reject the child but only what the child has done (for example, ‘That was an 
unkind thing to say’ rather than ‘You are unkind’ ).
 

Skills and techniques for supporting and encouraging positive behaviour

Generally, any factor that causes stress may result in the child:

• Needing more comfort and attention.  
• Being less sociable. 
• Being unable to cope with tasks that they would normally manage.
• Being subject to mood swings.
• Being unable to concentrate (this includes listening to instructions) and less able to cope with 

challenging situations and difficulties.

So, to help you pre-empt and manage these situations, try putting these strategies in place: 

• Set clear boundaries, which can be applied in a calm and consistent way. 
• Encourage children to make their own choices about behaviour – and to understand the negative 

consequences if they choose inappropriate behaviour. 
• Set ‘positive’ rules rather than ‘negative’ ones. Negative rules tend to begin with the word ‘Don’t’, 

and tell children what they must not do, but do not guide them as to what they may or should do.

Remember… the A-B-C of behaviour



There could be potential problems 
associated with rewards in that some 
children may behave in a particular 
way purely to receive the reward rather 
than from an understanding of the need 
to consider safety, others and their 
environment or enjoying what they have 
achieved for its own sake. The type of 
reward also needs to be considered; for 
example, is it desirable for children to be 
given sweets as rewards? Some parents 
may have strong views about this.

Rewards might work in the short term, 
but do not always succeed in the long 
term. Some suggest that they might 
even undermine lifelong learning 
by encouraging children to constantly seek reward, rather than have the desire to learn because 
something is interesting.

Rewards work on the principle of positive reinforcement – based on the idea that if children receive 
approval and/or a reward for behaving acceptably, they are likely to want to repeat that behaviour. If 
one child is praised (for example, for tidying up) others are often influenced to copy or join in so that 
they, too, will receive praise and attention. For young children, the reward must be immediate so that 
they understand the link between it and the positive behaviour. It is of little value to promise a treat or 
reward in the future. Similarly, star charts and collecting points are not appropriate for children younger 
than five years old.

There are different forms of reward:

• Verbal praise (such as ‘well done’ ).  
• Attention: this could be non-verbal (smile of approval, a nod)
• Stars or points (for older children) leading to certificates or for group recognition.
• Sharing success by telling other staff and parents.
• Own choice of activity or story
• Tangible rewards such as stickers.

Children learn about positive behaviour – such as sharing and saying ‘thank you’ – by watching others. 
They can also learn about inappropriate behaviours – such as being unwilling to share and swearing – 
from watching adults. It may sound obvious, but we need to act as a positive role model for children by 
showing positive behaviour at all times. 

Using rewards

But... are rewards really a good thing?

Providing an effective role model
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Children who seek attention will challenge your patience, but with regular reminding about turn-taking, 
and clear expectation that they will do so, they can learn to wait for their turn. It is important to give 
attention when they have waited appropriately so that they are encouraged to do so again. You could 
try the following strategies:

• Whenever possible, ignore attention-seeking behaviour! 
• Distract the child’s attention - this is particularly appropriate with younger children.
• Remove the child and place in another activity or group.
• Express disapproval – verbally and/or non-verbally through body language, frowning and shaking 

of the head.  
• Use a sanction – withdrawal of a privilege (such as removing a toy or activity).

Children will do just about anything to get the attention they crave from those who care for them. This 
is often shown through disruptive or aggressive behaviour and it needs managing. Sometimes children 
who are trying to please can be just as disruptive. Those who desperately want adults to notice them 
will call out, interrupt, ask questions and frequently push in front of other children to show something 
they have made or done.

We have explored many ways to promote positive behaviour, but what about inappropriate behaviour? 
The behaviour that goes against the ethos of the setting? It’s worth remembering that this behaviour 
may be demonstrated not just through speech, but also non-verbal behaviour or physical abuse and 
includes:

• Attention-seeking.  
• Aggression (both physical and verbal) towards others.
• Self-destructive behaviour or self-harming.

To get the children really involved, you 
could discuss positive behaviour during 
circle time and come up with a set of 
‘golden rules’, for example:

• We take care of our things.
• We share with each other.
• We walk inside and not run.
• We listen when someone is talking.
• We are kind to each other.

How to respond to inappropriate behaviour

Golden Rules for positive behaviour

Attention-seeking

Here are some strategies for dealing with attention-seeking behaviour
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These are usually associated with children around two years of age but can occur in older children too. 
They are so common that some practitioners would not describe tantrums as ‘inappropriate’ behaviour 
in toddlers because they will happen in all children. They generally happen when a child is tired or even 
ill, but they are also often the result of a build-up from an argumentative situation when the child is 
asked to do something (or not to do something) and so begins a battle of wills!

As you will no doubt know, temper 
tantrums generally involve lots of 
shouting and crying and refusal to co-
operate. This mounting anger is shown 
through stamping, kicking, screaming 
and hitting – and, on occasion - self-
harm. In the younger children tantrums 
can be over quickly - sometimes just 
as quick as they start - but in older 
children, it can take longer to reach the 
‘peak’ and also longer to calm down 
afterwards. 

As a childcare practitioner, it is highly 
unlikely that you will never experience a 
child in your care having a tantrum - but 
these few techniques have the potential 
to avoid one and also ease the situation when it does happen. They provide great tips to pass on to 
parents too!

The most common strategy is, of course, Time Out: This involves the child who has been aggressive 
being taken to a different place, away from where the incident has happened. The main aim of ‘Time 
out’ is to allow for a calming-down period but also for other children to be reassured. This method is 
widely used can work - but staff need to give a positive follow-up to the child, explaining that particular 
behaviour was unacceptable, and giving an explanation as to why it was unacceptable. Remember 
in all cases to suggest how the child may have otherwise behaved. For example, asking instead of 
snatching.

This usually results from strong feelings that are difficult to control and is common in early years. 
Whatever the cause – and it may be provocation from another child – try to deal with it calmly and 
ensure that the needs of all the children involved are met. A child who has lost control will not only 
frighten themself, but the other children too. 

Temper tantrums

Here are some strategies for dealing with aggressive behaviour

Physical aggression
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• Try to find out why the tantrum is happening.
• Try to understand and accept the child’s anger.
• Wait for it to stop - as difficult as that is!
• Don’t change your mind and give in.
• Try holding the child firmly until the tantrum passes.

Sources and further information:

NHS UK
Kidshealth.org
Cache Level 2 introduction to Early Years
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• Give plenty of positive attention.
• Try to give the little ones some control 

over the little things.
• Keep those objects that are off-limits out 

of sight and out of reach. Out of sight, out 
of mind!

• Try to distract from the things they are 
insistent on and suggest alternatives.

• Help the children learn new skills and 
succeed in things. 

• Consider the request very carefully when 
the child wants something. 

• Know the child’s limits.
• Be realistic when promising something.

Avoiding:

In the moment:

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/baby/babys-development/behaviour/temper-tantrums/
https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/tantrums.html
https://www.cache.org.uk/our-qualifications-and-services/early-years-educator
https://www.parenta.com/


MARKETING SOLUTIONS

WEBSITE DESIGN

• Our childcare websites generate genuine interest and leads from 
parents and carers

• We specialise in designing and building childcare websites so you 
can rest assured that our team know what Ofsted and parents/
carers are looking for

SOCIAL MEDIA

• We assist you with setting up and using your social media 
accounts in no time to help you increase your setting’s visibility

BRANDING & DESIGN 

• Showcase your setting with branded products.  From newsletters to 
logos and prospectuses to business cards, we take care of all your 
branding needs
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Working together for our children

        0800 002 9242             hello@parenta.com 

www.parenta.com

Parenta, 2-8 London Road, Rocky Hill, Maidstone, Kent, ME16 8PZ
Reg No 05249690

Follow us on social media @TheParentaGroup

Parenta Solutions

SOFTWARE

NURSERY MANAGEMENT - ABACUS

• Save hours by reducing planning time by 50%

• Speedy invoicing to all parents and carers in minutes

• Instant view of all financial reports

• Manage payments and track debt

ONLINE DAILY DIARY - DAYSHARE

• Share every magical moment of each child’s day with their parents 
and carers with our online diary software

EYFS LEARNING JOURNEY TRACKER - FOOTSTEPS 2

• Record meaningful and detailed EYFS observations

• Improve essential safeguarding and save hours of time

• Reduce your workload and spend more time with the children

• Identify at a glance each child’s development pathway

PARENT PORTAL APP

• Bringing parents and carers closer to their child’s day by providing 
a timeline of their progress

• Download Parent Portal App on Android or iOS

TRAINING

Increase employee motivation and keep staff for longer within your 
setting by offering training – the ideal tool for you to develop your 
team.

Parenta courses include:

• Level 2 Childcare

• Level 3 EYE Diploma

• Level 5 Childcare Leadership Qualification

• Business Admin Levels 2 and 3

• Advanced Qualifications in Team Leading and Management

PLUS … Parenta offers a free recruitment service - no fees!

ONLINE CPD COURS-

No deadlines, no time restrictions, no classroom! Support your 
staff or further your professional development with our online CPD 
accredited courses

FEE COLLECTION

• We collect fees, allowing you to focus on childcare, not credit 
control

• Fee collection reduces stress about pay day

• Maintain good relationships with parents

• Eliminate bad debt from your setting

• We operate on a 98% success rate across the board


