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Core Element 4: 
Behaviour

One of the roles of adults when working with children 
and young people is to guide their behaviour. This is 
important so that they can learn to be with others and 
feel comfortable in a variety of different situations, 
but also attain and achieve well. This chapter looks 
at the many factors affecting behaviour, including a 
child’s stage of development and their self-concept. 
We also look at the role of adults in supporting children 
and young people. This unit covers the following 
knowledge outcomes for Core Element 4.

Learning outcomes

The core knowledge outcomes that you must understand and learn:
4.1 How the stages of children’s and young people’s social, emotional and physical development may inform 

their behaviour, and how practitioners can use this information to meet children’s/young people’s needs
4.2 How a range of individual, environmental and educational factors can influence children’s and young 

people’s behaviour
4.3 The link between self-esteem, identity and unwanted behaviour
4.4 The development of self-concept and its impact on children’s/young people’s behaviour, cognition and 

social development
4.5 The importance of children and young people knowing how to adapt their behaviour to different social 

contexts
4.6 Why it is important to set and follow behaviour management policy and processes
4.7 How home, family circumstances and care history can affect children’s and young people’s behaviour
4.8 How children/young people may respond to both positive and negative verbal and non-verbal 

communication from adults
4.9 How and why practitioners provide positive approaches to motivate children’s/young people’s behaviour, 

attainment and achievement
4.10 Why practitioners use a range of strategies for setting clear expectations of behaviour
4.11 How and why practitioners use a range of strategies to support children and young people to develop 

self-regulation and resilience
4.12 Why practitioners use a range of strategies to deal with inappropriate behaviour
4.13 How and why practitioners use a range of strategies to motivate children and young people to test and 

stretch their skills and abilities
4.14 How practitioners assess risks to their own and others’ safety when dealing with challenging behaviour

This chapter also includes three knowledge outcomes from Early Years Educator Performance Outcome 2. Text 
relating to Early Years Educator is highlighted. Note this content will not form part of the Core Unit assessments.
K2.4 Typical behaviours for age and stage of development
K2.5 Implications of a range of behavioural signs and approaches to their management
K2.7 Factors affecting children’s behaviour
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4.1 How the stages of children’s and young people’s social, 
emotional and physical development may inform their behaviour, 
and how practitioners can use this information to meet children’s/
young people’s needs

In Core Unit 7, we look at the stages of social, emotional 
and physical development. Understanding and 
recognising the stages of development is important 
for practitioners because they often link to children’s 
behaviour and overall needs. By understanding their 
development, practitioners can make sure that what 
they expect of children and young people is fair. A good 
example of this is taking turns. Developmentally, most 
three year olds can take turns, but two year olds will 
struggle with this. If a practitioner knows that a couple of 
children find it hard to share equipment, they may either 
provide additional equipment or guide the children so that 
they can develop the skill. In this section, we will look at 
these links between behaviour and stages of development. 
You should read this section alongside Unit 7.

How stages of social development 
inform behaviour
Social development is about the ability to be with 
others and to understand them. As we can see from 
Unit 7, social development takes time. Here are some 
links between behaviour and social development.

Understanding of social norms
Social norms are the invisible rules of behaviour 
that allow us to fit in with others. Most children from 
three years old will start to copy group behaviours. If 
they see that all the children around them are tidying 
up, they may start to do the same. Social norms can 
particularly affect older children’s and young people’s 
behaviour. This is because, developmentally, they have 
a strong need to fit in and be part of a group.

Case study

Patrick is fourteen years old and loves music and 
singing. He would like to be a singer one day. When 
the music teacher announces that there will be a new 
choir, Patrick feels excited, but many of his classmates 
groan loudly. Patrick starts to join in with the groaning. 
 What is the social norm in Patrick’s class in 

relation to choir?
 Why did Patrick join in with the groaning even 

though he likes singing?
 How might the social norms of his class affect 

Patrick’s attainment?

Ability to relate to others and levels of 
empathy
Relating to others requires many skills. The ability 
to do this is linked to stage of development. While 
babies and toddlers have some ability to recognise the 
emotions of others, the ability to understand others’ 
intentions takes longer. Most children have some 
level of this at around seven years, but it continues to 
develop. In addition, to build friendships with others, 
children and young people need to develop empathy. 
This is the ability to recognise and respond to the 
feelings of others. When they have problems relating 
to others, children and young people may react to 
situations inappropriately.

Special Educational Needs and Disabilities 
(SEND)
Some children’s and young people’s social 
development, and therefore behaviour, can be affected 
by their special educational needs or disabilities. 
For example, a child who has social communication 
difficulties may want to play with a group of children 
but not have the social skills to do so. The child may 
then become angry and hit one of the others.

Stages of emotional development 
that may inform behaviour
Children’s and young people’s emotional development 
is linked to their behaviour. Here are some examples of 
how.

Ability to name and manage own emotions
The ability to manage emotions affects children’s 
and young people’s behaviour. This is known as  
self-regulation. While developmentally young children 
find it hard to manage their emotions, typically most 
older children and young people can control their 
impulses and emotions. This is partly because they 
learn to recognise how they are feeling and have the 
language to name their emotions. This in turn can help 
them express how they are feeling through language 
rather than through actions. Where children and young 
people find this difficult, we might see tantrums, anger 
and other outbursts.
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Levels of maturity
In Unit 7, we look at the typical ages and stages of 
social and emotional development. These can only be 
used as a guide because individual children and young 
people may show different levels of maturity.

Special Educational Needs and Disabilities 
Some children with special educational needs 
and disabilities may not show typical emotional 
development. This might be because their need or 
disability is causing them frustration or affecting how 
easily they can manage their emotions. Some children 
and young people with some types of disability such 
as hearing or sight loss may also impact on their social 
and emotional development. They may be frustrated 
because they cannot communicate as easily as their 
peers because they cannot fully understand or see them.

Stages of physical development that 
may inform behaviour
Throughout childhood and into adolescence children’s 
bodies grow and develop. Physical development and 
growth can affect how some children and young 

people behave. Here are some examples of how 
physical development may affect behaviour.

Development of gross and fine motor skills
As we can see in Core Element 7, babies and young 
children develop skills that will help them to do more. 
These include gross motor skills that allow them to 
throw and kick, and fine motor skills that allow them 
to feed themselves, pick things up and manipulate 
them. As fine and gross motor skills develop, children 
are able to explore more. They may, for example, start 
to climb on furniture or touch things that may not be 
safe. Sometimes, children may also want to touch, hold 
or do things, but not have mastered the skills yet. This 
can lead to frustration.

Body changes as a result of puberty
During adolescence, young people’s bodies change 
because of increased hormonal activity. Some types 
of hormonal activity are associated with moodiness 
or impulsiveness. In addition, sleep patterns can be 
disturbed, which can exacerbate mood swings. A range 
of behaviours are associated with puberty including 
anger, tearfulness, frustration and withdrawal.

4.2 How a range of individual, environmental and educational 
factors can influence children’s and young people’s behaviour

There are many factors that influence children’s and 
young people’s behaviour. Some aspects of behaviour 
relate heavily to their actual needs. By understanding 
some of the factors and therefore needs of children and 
young people, we can support their behaviour more 
easily.

Individual factors
Children and young people can show very different 
behaviours. This is because there are individual factors 
at work. Here are a few examples of individual factors.

Self-esteem
Self-esteem is about how you value yourself. How 
children and young people value themselves can make 
a difference to how they behave. We look at this further 
in this unit (see 4.3 below).

Special Educational Needs and Disabilities
We have seen in 4.1 how some children and young 
people with SEND may, because of their stage of 
development, show specific behaviours.

Age
We look at stages of development affecting children’s 
and young people’s behaviour in 4.1 and also in Core 
Unit 7. Typically, children and young people find it 
easier to manage their impulses and behaviour as they 
become older. This is partly because they may have 
more advanced language skills as well as experience 
of how to manage their stress. Children and young 
people who have good language skills may find it 
easier to manage their impulses and behaviour. This 
is because they can use words to express how they are 
feeling.
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Environmental factors
Where and how children and young people grow up 
can affect their behaviour.

Culture and religious beliefs
As we will see in 4.7, culture, including religious 
beliefs, can affect children’s and young people’s 
behaviour. This is because they can affect the 
expectations of the adults they come into contact with.

Care history 
Some children and young people do not live with their 
biological parents. They may be fostered or adopted. 
While this can be a positive experience, for some their 
care history may affect their emotional security and 
thus their behaviour. We look at this also in 4.7.

Family circumstances
Every family is different and so are their circumstances. 
Children and young people may live with many 
siblings or none. Their families may be wealthy or poor. 
Some may live in the countryside, others in the city. 
Some family circumstances can affect behaviour. This 
is usually because of the pressures and stresses that are 
put on the parents or carers. They may not be able to 
provide emotional security, resources or time for their 
children. This in turn can lead children and young 
people to show negative behaviours.

Educational factors
In education settings, there are a number of factors that 
can affect behaviour.

Bullying and discrimination
Sadly, some children and young people experience 
bullying and/or discrimination. This can change 
their behaviour. They may withdraw or they may be 
aggressive or uncooperative.

Peer relationships
When children and young people are with others who 
are supportive and friendly, we may see more positive 
behaviour. On the other hand, where a child or young 
person does not have friends or is not accepted by 
others, we may see a range of negative behaviours 
including frustration and aggression.

Relationships between children/young 
people and practitioners
How well children and young people get on with 
adults can make a huge difference to behaviour. Where 
relationships are strong, children and young people 
are more likely to be cooperative and show positive 
behaviours. On the other hand, if relationships are 
poor, negative behaviours such as uncooperativeness, 
anger or lack of concentration are likely.

▲ Why is it important for children to have strong 
relationships with adults?
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K2.7 Factors affecting children’s behaviour
We have seen that there are various factors that can 
affect children’s behaviour. For this outcome we will 
look at some additional factors.

Tiredness and hunger 
Tiredness and hunger are the commonest reasons 
why children will show unwanted behaviours during 
a session or a day. When young children are tired, 
they often become restless or hyperactive and also 
have more tantrums and outbursts. The same is true 
when young children become hungry. This is because 
tiredness and hunger make it harder for them to self-
regulate and manage their emotions. As self-regulation  
is already limited in children under four years, adults 
need to notice early on when young children are 
starting to look tired and or hungry.

Stress
Most young children will become stressed when they 
are separated from their parents unless they have a key 
person. Babies and toddlers will also become stressed 
if there is not consistency in who looks after them or 
there are changes in their routines. In addition, some 
environments can prove to be very stressful for some 
young children, such as when there is a lot of noise 
and movement and/or when adults are very loud. This 
is why calm early years settings where young children 
have plenty of time with their key person tend to have 
fewer incidents of behaviour.

Case study

Kris is working for the first time in the toddler room. 
She is keen to make sure that the children have 
fun. She thinks that the routines are boring and 
unnecessary. Kris decides that it is time to shake 
things up. She puts on very loud music and dances 
around. When her colleague says that it will soon 
be snack time, Kris says that it doesn’t really matter. 
Some of the children are looking very anxious. 
One or two children are bouncing around and 
climbing on furniture. When her supervisor comes 
in to see why it is so noisy, she sees three children 
who are crying, one having a tantrum and one child 
who is throwing bricks at the door.
1 Explain why Kris is wrong to think that routines 

are unnecessary.
2 Why are some of the children showing signs of 

anxiety?
3 Explain the behaviours of the children having 

tantrums and throwing bricks.

Changes to routine
Knowing what to expect and having routines can give 
young children a sense of security. It also helps them 
with their self-regulation because they know what to 
expect. Most young children find it very hard to cope 
when routines have to change. This can cause them 
to become overexcited or anxious. This means that 
we should try to avoid making significant changes to 
routines. Young children may also find it hard to fall 
asleep when they are out of routine.

Attachment and emotional security
We have looked at how attachments are made and 
their importance in Performance Outcome 2. You 
should read that section alongside this to understand 
the importance of attachments and also what is 
meant by a secure attachment. Where babies’ and 
young children’s parents or main attachments are 
not present, we will see separation anxiety unless the 
children are with a key person with whom they have 
a strong attachment. When young children do not 
have a secure attachment within a setting, they are 
more likely to show a range of behaviours including 
aggression, attention seeking and withdrawal.

Babies and children may not have a strong attachment 
to their parents for a range of reasons. When this 
is the case, we are more likely to see behaviours 
that are not typical for their age. These may include 
aggression or withdrawal, but also indifference 
towards others and their feelings.

Planned or unplanned transition 
Where there are significant changes in young 
children’s lives, such as family breakdown or 
bereavement, we may see a range of behaviours that 
are linked to anxiety. In Unit 7, we look at how we can 
support young children during transitions.

Safeguarding needs
Some behaviours that young children show may be 
linked to safeguarding needs. We look at behaviours 
that may indicate that children have safeguarding 
needs in Core Element 3.
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4.3 The link between self-esteem, identity and unwanted behaviour
The term self-esteem is often used to describe how we 
value ourselves overall. It is linked to our own identity 
or self-concept (how we see ourselves). Self-esteem can 
affect how we behave, how hard we try and also how 
we expect to be treated by others. Children and young 
people who have experienced bullying, for example, 
may develop low self-esteem. This in turn can affect 
their outlook on others. They may expect others to 
treat them badly and so may find it hard to trust others 
in the future. Self-esteem is not fixed. It develops 
over childhood and can change according to our life 
experiences.

Children’s and young people’s self-esteem can affect 
whether or not they show unwanted behaviour. 
Sadly, some children and young people come to the 
conclusion that they are not able to show expected 
behaviour. They may think that they are simply not 

capable of changing their behaviour. This means they 
continue to show unwanted behaviours, which in turn 
confirms their idea of themselves. Changing a child’s 
or young person’s self-esteem requires patience.

In the same way that children and young people can 
develop low self-esteem, some can develop feelings of 
superiority and over-confidence. This can lead to risk 
taking behaviours and to a lack of empathy towards 
others. When children and young people are over-
confident, they can sometimes become frustrated or 
angry when there is a gap between what they think 
they should achieve and the reality. In some cases, 
over-confidence can also mean that children and 
young people expect to be treated differently than their 
peers and again, when this does not occur, they may 
withdraw, show anger or be moody.

4.5 The importance of knowing how to adapt behaviour to different 
social contexts

When we look at behaviour, it is important to 
recognise that how we should behave depends on 
who we are with and where we are. We may joke 
and fool around at a party with friends, but it would 
not be appropriate at a serious or sad event such as a 
funeral. This learning is part of our social development, 
although it is worth noting that children and young 
people who have social communication difficulties may 
not automatically be able to adapt their behaviour. This 
is why recognising children and young people who 
may need additional support is so important. Let’s look 
at some of the key reasons why children and young 
people need to be able to adapt their behaviour.

Learning in educational settings
In order to learn, children and young people need to 
manage their behaviour. This is important for their 
own learning, but also not to disrupt others. Children 
and young people may need to be patient, persevere, 
and work co-operatively with others as part of their 
learning.

Develop impulse control
Impulse control is linked to the ability to self-
regulate. It is important that children and young people 
can manage their immediate impulses as this can 

affect their learning. It may mean not giving up when 
frustrated or waiting one’s turn to answer a question.

Conform to social norms
In every situation, there are expectations and ways of 
behaving. These are the social norms. Recognising the 
social norms and adapting our behaviour helps us to 
fit in and be accepted by others. Children and young 
people sometimes need help to know what to do and 
how to behave in some situations.

▲ What are the social norms in this classroom?



Core Element 4: Behaviour 

11

Make friends and maintain 
relationships
Children and young people who can adapt their 
behaviour are more likely to have friends and to 
have good relationships with others. This is because 
relationships require us to pick up cues about how to 

behave based on others’ actions, gestures and mood 
and then to adjust our behaviour. It is not a good idea 
to play a practical joke, for example, on someone when 
they are very stressed or laugh when they are very 
upset. Children and young people also need impulse 
control in order to listen to others, take turns and not 
blurt out something that might offend someone.

4.6 The importance of setting and following behaviour management 
policy and processes

We know that children and young people find it easier 
to manage their own behaviour when they know what 
is expected of them. We also know that children and 
young people can find it hard when adults are not 
consistent in these expectations. This means that all 
settings will have a behaviour policy, which will also 
include processes or procedures for adults to follow. 
When you start on a placement or employment in a 
new setting it is essential for you to find out about and 
follow the behaviour policy. Here are some benefits of 
having a behaviour policy:
 Clarifying the expected standard of behaviour.
 A behaviour policy helps adults and parents, 

children and young people to understand the values 
and expected behaviours of a setting. As we will 
see in Core Element 5, children and young people 
benefit when parents and adults work closely 
together.

 Giving children a chance to have input, resulting in 
more ownership and buy-in.

 A behaviour policy will include ways of involving 
children and young people in expected behaviour. 
This might include encouraging adults to explain 
the reasons for rules and take on board the 
comments of children and young people. Some 
school settings may have school councils or class 
representatives who can put forward their ideas for 
changes to aspects of the behaviour policy.

 Setting realistic expectations for behaviour.
 We have seen that children’s and young people’s 

behaviour changes according to their development. 
A behaviour policy should set out expectations 
that are fair and realistic and are based upon age 
and stage of development. Stage of development is 
important when working with children who have 
special education needs.

 Safety for all children and young people.
 One of the reasons why a behaviour policy is 

needed is to ensure safety. There may be rules, 
for example, about how many young children 

can be on the climbing frame at once, or rules for 
young people about how they move around school 
corridors or during a PE class. As well as physical 
safety, behaviour policies will also include  
bullying and other aspects that might affect 
emotional well-being.

 Consistent approach to behaviour management.
 Where children and young people will spend time 

with more than one adult, it is important that 
expectations are the same. If children and young 
people find that adults expect different things, 
they may become unsettled or it may lead to some 
children and young people spending their time 
testing the system.

 Fairness in how children or young people are 
rewarded and sanctioned.

 It is essential that children and young people feel 
that they are being treated fairly. A behaviour 
policy that looks at both rewards and sanctions or 
consequences of unwanted behaviour can ensure 
that children and young people are treated fairly. 
Adults working in settings must make sure they 
follow the rewards and sanctions as set out in the 
behaviour policy, even if they do not always agree 
with it, because consistency is essential.

 Opportunities to celebrate success.
 Some behaviour policies, especially those in 

schools, also include ways to reward or celebrate 
the actions or efforts of either groups of children 
and young people or individuals. Examples of this 
include receiving a sticker in the classroom or a 
certificate in assembly.

Research

Find out your placement’s behaviour policy.

What should happen if a young child bit another? 
Describe the steps staff should take in this situation.
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4.8 How children/young people may respond to both positive and 
negative verbal and non-verbal communication

The way we communicate with children and young 
people makes a significant difference not only to their 
behaviour but also to their learning. We have seen that 
the development of self-concept is significantly linked 
to how adults talk and respond to them. Tone of voice 
and body language is often just as important as the 
words people use. You may remember a time when 
someone said ‘have a good day’ while not looking at 
you and using a flat, bored voice!

How we communicate both verbally and non-verbally 
has a significant impact on how children and young 
people respond.

Key term

Verbal – the use of words and how the words are said

Non-verbal – communication that takes place 
without words being said

Verbal communication
Talking to children and young people is a key way in 
which we can support behaviour and learning. For 
verbal communication to be effective, it is important 
that we think about the following.

Level of language
The length of our sentences and the words we use must 
be at the right language level for the child or young 
person. We need them to understand what is being 
said. If a message is very important, shorter sentences 
or even single words work best. ‘Stop now!’ or ‘No!’ 
Too much talking can stop children and young people 
from understanding the key messages.

Clarity
Some adults are not always very clear. They say things 
like ‘shall we put these away now?’ when they really 
mean ‘these are going away now’. They can then 
become cross when children or young people do not 
put the items away. Make sure you say what you mean.

Pause and response time
It is helpful to remember that there is a gap 
between something being said and the other person 
understanding what is meant. For babies, young 
children and young people with language needs, 

this gap can be quite long. It is helpful for all ages to 
leave pauses as this allows time for understanding. 
This is very important when explaining concepts or 
ideas. When using verbal communication for teaching, 
check children’s or young people’s understanding and 
encourage them to ask questions or to comment.

Practice points

Giving instructions
 Make sure you have the child’s or young person’s 

attention first, e.g. say their name.
 Be clear whether you are giving an instruction or 

whether there is a choice.
 Keep instructions short but be positive in your 

body language and tone.
 For young children or young people with 

language needs, give one instruction at a time.
 Give praise or acknowledgement after each 

instruction has been carried out.

Non-verbal communication

Eye contact
Looking directly at the child or young person is useful 
so we can check that we have their full attention. Having 
a child’s or young person’s attention is important in 
learning, but also in supporting behaviour. We can 
also use eye contact and watch reactions to check that 
there has been understanding. Staring at children 
or young people and holding their gaze is a good 
‘warning’ strategy. On the other hand, during ordinary 
conversation this can cause fear and be intimidating, 
making children and young people feel stressed.

Tone
The tone of our voice sends a message. Enthusiastic 
tones are encouraging and can be persuasive. On 
the other hand, negative and sharp, angry tones can 
backfire. They can make children and young people feel 
stressed and increase aggression or fear. The volume of 
our voices can also influence the tone. Quiet, slow and 
calm speech can make children and young people stay 
or become calm because they can see that the adult is 
in control. Shouting, on the other hand, is ineffective 
in many situations. It creates stress and so can trigger 
angry or fearful responses in children or young people.
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Proximity
How far away we are during communication can 
matter. Being close with warm tone and words can 
be encouraging and positive. Being very close when 
angry words and body language are being used can 
be intimidating especially if the adult is higher than 
the child or young person. Occasionally, this can be 
useful to show a child or young person that we are 
not pleased, or we mean what we say, but it is not a 
strategy to use frequently.

Gesture
The most common gestures are those we make with 
our hands and heads. There are positive gestures like 
nodding, clapping or a thumbs-up. Combined with a 
smile and warm words, they send positive messages. 
This can encourage children or young people to show 
wanted behaviour or to concentrate and persevere when 
learning. Some gestures, such as a ‘no’ with a head 
movement, can be useful when combined with eye 
contact as a non-verbal signal to show children or young 
people that they need to stop what they are doing.

Pointing
Pointing is a gesture, but it has a special purpose in 
non-verbal communication. It draws a child’s or young 
person’s attention to a specific object or item. With 
babies, we use pointing and eye contact to show them 
something that will be the focus of our speech. This 
helps them link objects with words. With a young 
person, we may point to a chair where they are meant 
to sit or to a sign to remind them of the rules. How 
children and young people respond to pointing will 
be linked to eye contact, body language and how the 
words are said. ‘Get here!’ said as a command while 
pointing is very different to ‘Look, it’s over there’, said 
with a smile to help a child find something.

Body language
Body language refers to how we use our bodies to 
communicate and includes facial expressions. When 
adults are trying to be positive, they may use open 
body language. In open body language, the adult is 
relaxed, they smile and their arms are relaxed. When 
communication is negative or the adult is tense, we 
may see closed body language. Arms might be folded 
with no smiling. Open body language is useful to 
send out relaxed, encouraging messages. This can help 
children and young people to feel good about what 
they are doing. Closed body language along with tone 
of voice, staring and words sends out a warning signal.

Key term

Proximity – the distance between the child or young 
person and the adult

Gestures – actions involving fingers, hands or feet 
used when communicating

Practice points

Positive communication
 Positive communication strategies tend to work 

best with children and young people.
 Make sure that your non-verbal and verbal 

communication send out the same messages, 
e.g. do not smile if you are telling a toddler to 
stop hitting another child.

 Make sure that your voice has enthusiasm and is 
positive when encouraging children and young 
people – nagging or droning is not effective!

4.11 The range of strategies to develop self-regulation and resilience
Self-regulation is the ability to control our impulses 
and emotions. Self-regulation is an important skill 
because it affects children’s and young people’s ability 
to cope when things are stressful, to concentrate and 

persevere and also to maintain relationships. Children 
who develop high levels of self-regulation are more 
likely to cope with new challenges in their lives and so 
develop resilience.
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K2.6 The concept of self-regulation in children, the stages of self-
regulation and how self-regulation supports children’s development
Self-regulation develops gradually in childhood. It is 
dependent on a range of factors including children’s 
quality of relationships, how they are parented and 
nurtured by other adults and also language levels. 
This means that there are significant differences 
between children of the same age. Some toddlers, 
for example, can cope if they cannot have what they 

want, but many will show signs of frustration and 
may have a tantrum. Having said that, we can see 
that most children are able to do some sharing and 
turn taking at around three years. By five years old, 
most children can wait for a short time and persevere 
on a task if it is within their ability.

There are a number of ways in which we can help 
children and young people to develop self-regulation 
skills. When planning strategies, we need to consider a 
child’s current level of self-regulation and to tailor any 
strategies accordingly.

Playing games/interactive sessions 
that encourage turn-taking and 
impulse control

Many games, including those using technology, 
require coping with strong emotions, such as losing 
or winning. Adults can work with children and 

young people to role model and to talk through ways 
of managing these strong emotions. It may be that 
children and young people learn to ‘step back’ when 
things are going badly in order to calm down. Games 
and interactive sessions can be adapted to add or 
reduce the amount of excitement or stress. Quick 
short games that do not have prizes, for example, are 
easier to cope with than longer games where there are 
higher stakes.

Sharing stories that encourage 
reflection on own and others’ 
emotions
The ability to use words to express complex feelings 
is important in the development of self-regulation. 
When children or young people are unable to express 
their feelings, they are more likely to show aggressive, 
frustrated and impatient behaviours. Working on 
language levels and vocabulary is therefore a key 
strategy. There are many ways of doing this but using 
stories and books to discuss the feelings and motives 
of characters can make a difference. We can also 
use stories to help children and young people find 
connections between the characters’ feelings and 
their own.

Modelling coping skills
Some children and young people are lucky. Their 
parents and the adults around them deal with stress 
well. This in turn allows them to copy the strategies 
that adults are using. When working with children 
and young people we need to show how to cope when 
things are stressful. Modelling coping skills as a 
strategy works best when adults explain what they are 
doing as well, for example an adult might say, ‘I am 
counting to ten and taking deep breaths.’

Encouraging physical exercise
Physical exercise can reduce the hormones that are 
linked to stress. Routine physical exercise is important 
especially when children’s and young people’s lives are 
stressful. In addition, during moments of stress, we 
can encourage children and young people to manage 
their emotions by doing things such as jumping up 
and down on the spot or going for a fast run around a 
playground until they feel a little calmer.

▲ Why are games a way of helping children and young 
people learn to control their emotions?
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▲ How can physical exercise support these children’s 
ability to self-regulate?

Support socialisation
Some children and young people may need adults to help 
them socialise while their self-regulation skills are still 
developing. This is particularly important with young 
children who may benefit from having an adult to guide 
them because developmentally they are still learning to 
manage their emotions. Older children and young people 
who find social skills, such as turn taking and sharing, 
difficult for a variety of reasons may also need this support.

Encouraging problem solving and 
teaching how to reframe challenges 
in a positive light
Being able to reflect on why we are stressed and how 
to deal with it positively is a useful strategy for children 
and young people to use. This strategy works better with 
children and young people who have developed good 
language and thinking skills. This approach requires 
adults to guide children and young people through it at 
first. A series of questions can be helpful. They can teach 
problem solving and help children and young people 
to focus on next steps in a positive way. Here are some 
examples of the types of questions that might be used:
 What is happening that is making you feel stressed?
 What emotions are you feeling?
 Is the source of the stress very short term, 

temporary or longer term?
 Is the cause of the stress within your control, e.g. 

‘I am behind with my work because I am watching 
too many films.’?

 What can you do to eliminate or reduce the cause of 
the stress?

 If the stress is outside of your control, what can you 
do to distance yourself from it or lower it, e.g. use 
distraction techniques or exercise?

 Have you coped and survived similar stress before 
and if so, what worked for you?

 What support might I need or use to help me cope 
with this stress?

Encouraging mindfulness
Mindfulness has been shown to be useful as a way of 
helping children and young people to reduce stress. 
There are several techniques, but they all work on 
the principle of encouraging children to ‘step back’ 
and to calm down from whatever is happening for a 
few minutes or even seconds. To learn mindfulness, 
children and young people need to be guided, but over 
time some older children and young adults will adopt it 
as a strategy without being prompted.

Creating opportunities for children and 
young people to take supported risks
Fear of failing or not doing well at something can hold 
children and young people back. They can develop 
resilience by trying out new things and challenging 
themselves. By overcoming challenges, children and 
young people can build resilience. The first step is 
often to encourage those who are low in resilience to 
‘have a go’. Ideally, we need to choose opportunities 
for children and young people which are challenging 
but not insurmountable, especially if we guide them or 
support them.

Assessment Practice

1 Give two reasons why children and young 
people need to adapt their behaviour to 
different social contexts.

2 Give three examples of factors that might 
influence a child’s or young person’s 
behaviour.

3 Explain why a positive self-concept may impact 
on a child’s or young person’s behaviour.

4 Why is it important that everyone in a setting 
follows the behaviour policy?

5 Give one example of a positive non-verbal 
communication and explain how it might 
influence a child’s or young person’s 
behaviour.

6 Explain the role of praise in supporting 
children’s and young people’s positive 
behaviour.

7 Explain why self-regulation is important 
in children’s and young people’s ability to 
manage their behaviour.

8 Give two positive approaches to motivate 
children and young people.
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