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Reviews

			This book is a ‘must read’ for everyone in early years. It guides the reader through the importance of tuning in to young children’s behaviour as a form of communication to be responded to with co-regulation, rather than annoyances to be ‘dealt’ with by discipline. Sue’s clear writing effectively explains the relationship of self-regulation to learning about appropriate behaviours and provides lots of practical ideas for turning settings into learning communities where everyone’s behaviour supports emotional and cognitive self-regulation. 

			Helen Moylett, Early Years Consultant and Writer

			This book is packed with clear guidance and practical advice for anyone working with young children. Starting with the concept that for our youngest children behaviour is a form of communication, from babies’ cries to throwing toys in frustration, Sue helps practitioners consider how to tune in to the child and their needs, in order to support, co-regulate with the child and guide them to manage and deal with a wide range of emotions.

			The four overarching principles of the English Early Years Foundation Stage shine through in every chapter. A clear understanding of the unique child, developing in different ways and at different rates in an enabling environment through positive relationships is demonstrated throughout. The focus on really tuning in to children’s needs, which is so fundamental to early development, is refreshing. Many behaviour approaches applied to EYFS are often very similar to approaches used in primary and secondary schools and don’t always recognise the unique needs of the young child. Expecting a child to be able to self–regulate when they may not actually understand or be able to name or express their feelings is neither desirable nor wholly successful. In order to be able to self-regulate, young children need to understand their emotions, and that they can have some control over their responses to them. Sue provides a range of accessible ideas to support practitioners with this important area of emotional regulation.

			This isn’t just a book about behaviour, though, as with all things in Early Years, the holistic approach covers all aspects of working with young children. Chapters on developing enabling environments to support independence and self-regulation, and on the potential pros and cons of different approaches to curriculum, will provide anyone with an interest in how young children learn with some thought-provoking ideas to explore in order to shape their thinking. A range of case studies provides practical support to practitioners encountering most commonly experienced, specific issues for the first time. I would recommend this as a must-read for anyone working with children under the age of seven.

			Ruth Swailes, Improvement Adviser and Education Consultant

			I enjoyed reading this new book by Sue Cowley, Learning behaviours: a practical guide to self-regulation in the Early Years. For many years I have championed the need for more understanding of self-regulation within Early Years. I am delighted that Sue has written this book for the sector. 

			I love that it is written in an easy-to-read format. I especially appreciate how Sue has explained how the educator can become a ‘child whisperer’; what I call being turned on and tuned in to children, physically and emotionally. 

			I would recommend that every setting has a copy of this book and that educators read it so they can discuss, reflect and update their practice with the child at the centre. 

			Laura Henry-Allain, International speaker, writer (creator of the JoJo and Gran Gran characters) and consultant
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Introduction

			The period from birth to five years old is a crucial time in a child’s development. Their brains and bodies go through a period of very rapid development as they explore their world, build their physical strength, develop language and gain the social and emotional skills that they need to be happy and successful. This is a rate of change that will never be matched again. It is at this crucial time that the foundations for behaviour are being laid – it is a time when our babies, toddlers and young children are literally learning behaviours. The purpose of this book is to help you find out more about how behaviour is learned in the early years, and to give you lots of practical advice about supporting children to build their skills in self-regulation. 

			From the moment we are born, we are learning how to behave within the world we inhabit. At first our worlds are small – a handful of close family members. But as we grow and develop, we must make our way through a world that is frequently puzzling, challenging and difficult to navigate, although equally one that is often full of joy, wonder and warmth. Learning the appropriate behaviours to fit into and succeed within our world is a key part of developing through childhood, adolescence and into adulthood. Gradually, we understand which behaviours are okay and which ones are not. We learn over time to manage our impulses and to deal with the things that we find difficult. In a similar way to how we learn subjects in a classroom, so we learn behaviours too: we need adults to support us in modelling, discussing, thinking, questioning and practising them. Rather than hoping that a system or a policy can do all or most of the work for us in getting children to behave, it is helpful to see behaviour as simply another part of the learning process.

			The learning of behaviours does not begin when a child arrives in an early years setting – the process starts from the very first interactions with parents or carers. It is these first years that form the basis for what happens later on. The modelling, support and teaching of behaviours by parents and early years practitioners is critical in laying firm foundations for children’s future behaviour and learning. We need to support the learning of the ‘how to’ of behaviour – developing all aspects of self-regulation such as impulse control, dealing with challenges, focusing attention, and so on. We also need to support the learning of the ‘why to’ of behaviour – helping children understand how what they do impacts on others and why it is important to ‘behave well’ in different contexts. In this book I explore the practicalities of doing this with children in an early years setting. The advice and strategies in this book are designed to help you, whether you work as a childminder or in a day-care nursery, a preschool, an independent school, a maintained nursery school or a school reception class. This book may also be useful for parents/carers and for teachers working with older children, to learn more about how these skills develop. 

			Children in the early years are right at the start of their journey towards learning behaviours – they are still young and prone to impulsive behaviours – their biology and lack of physical independence mitigates against them behaving in the same way as adults do. They have not yet mastered what we refer to as ‘self-regulation’. When babies or toddlers are tired or hungry, they cry to gain our attention – young children are dependent on the adults around them to ensure that their needs are met. In early years settings, we work with and alongside our families to support children in learning the behaviours that will help them to both learn while they are with us and thrive within society. This is one of the most important lessons that children learn during their education – that they have the power within themselves to regulate their own responses, impulses, behaviours and learning.  

			The skills that children need to acquire in order to behave in the appropriate way for learning are complex and varied. They must learn self-regulation in all its forms: how to stay calm, how to have empathy, how to be kind, how to cooperate, how to share, how to take turns, how to focus, how to be responsible, how to be independent, how to make good choices, and so on. Learning these behaviours is critical, not only for academic success, but also for creating a better and more equitable society. The hope is that, when our learners leave our early years settings and move on to the next phase in their education, the behaviours we have helped them to learn will put them in the best position to succeed and to work in a cooperative way with their peers and teachers. Although systems, policies and processes can be useful and effective in managing behaviour, this book will help you examine your assumptions about ‘what works’ and how you can support your children in learning to behave.  

			In this book I explore and examine a set of principles around behaviour that will help you to support young children in learning and developing while they are in your care. The principles explained and described in this book will help you understand more about why young children behave as they do, and what you can do about it to support them better. I also include some points for reflection, for practitioners to use with their staff teams, and a series of case studies to show you how you might approach and deal with some the commonest kinds of problematic behaviours that you see in young children. Above all else, this book contains practical advice and hands-on strategies that you can put into place in your setting immediately. Although there is no ‘magic wand’ that will allow you to ‘solve’ all the behaviour issues you might face, there is lots you can do to support your children, to help them in the process of learning behaviours. 

			Note: Where the term ‘parents’ is used in this book, it refers to all those people who might take on the parental role, such as step-parents, foster parents, adoptive parents, family members, and so on.

			Sue Cowley

			www.suecowley.co.uk

		

	
		
			
Chapter One: Behaviour is Communication

			
In this chapter:

			✓ Think about what we mean when we talk about ‘behaviour’.

			✓ Explore the idea of behaviour as a form of communication. 

			✓ Understand more about what your children’s behaviour is communicating.

			✓ Think about yourself as a role model of effective communication.

			✓ Look at how, why and what staff behaviour communicates to the children.

			Everything we do is essentially behaviour. The word simply describes the acts and actions of human beings – the way we conduct ourselves – particularly in relation to others. However, as well as behaviour being a fact of our existence, in an educational setting we also need to learn how to behave in a way that allows us and others to learn. This is a crucial aspect of the work we do as early years educators – we are building the foundations for our children to have a successful experience within the education system as a whole. 

			We need to help our children understand what it looks like to behave in an appropriate way – learning to control our behaviours so that we are supportive of the aims of the community as a whole. This community might be a family group, a neighbourhood, an early years setting, a class, a school, a workplace. In order to take our place in that community and to allow the community to function at its best, we need to follow a commonly held set of expectations about how people ‘should behave’ within it. 

			
Behaviour as a form of communication 

			When considering how to help children in learning how to behave within our settings and within their wider communities, it is very useful to think of their behaviour – and ours – as a form of communication. In the same way that we would try to assess ‘where a child is at’ when we aim to support them in developing their learning, so we need to figure out ‘where a child is at’ when our aim is to support them in developing their behaviour. One of our core roles as early years educators is to help our children with their personal, social and emotional development. When we think about the work we do supporting the ‘whole child’, this includes all aspects of the children’s care, learning and development.

			If we see behaviour as a form of communication, and we can learn how to interpret the behaviours we see, we may find out a lot about our children’s thoughts, needs, difficulties, experiences, emotions, ideas and ways of learning. This is not the same thing as saying that all behaviours are equally explicable, or that we must pay attention to and interpret every behaviour that we see. However, if we can learn to appreciate the factors that might impact on a child’s level of understanding of what ‘appropriate behaviour’ means, we can help the child build on their current level of skill in ‘behaving appropriately’. 

			
Play and positive behaviours 

			When we talk about ‘behaviour’ in education, it tends to be with a sigh and a set of worries about the behaviours that are difficult to deal with. However, it is well worth remembering that most behaviours we see in our settings are highly positive behaviours that we actively want the children to develop. When we watch our children’s behaviours as they play, we see learning in action. During their play, children develop a wide range of skills, build their physical strength, develop socialisation and resolve conflicts, make friends, explore their world, and boost their physical and emotional skills. Play is a very powerful tool through which children communicate their views of the world. The exploratory and experimental behaviours we see children participate in during play are vital for healthy child development.

			Through their play, we see children engaged in lots of really important aspects of early child development, including: 

			✓ cooperative behaviours.

			✓ exploratory and experimental behaviours.

			✓ persistence and resilience.

			✓ understanding the world around them and how it works.

			✓ exploring symbolic and figurative communication.

			✓ imagining and creating.

			✓ learning to cope with difficulty and challenge.

			✓ building focus and attention – achieving the state of ‘flow’.

			✓ social behaviours – making friends and getting on with others.

			
What factors impact on young children’s behaviour?

			There are various factors that are specific to the behaviours that we see in babies, toddlers and young children. It is important to be aware of the range of elements at work here, because this can help us figure out what is going on for the individual child. Once we understand this, we are better placed to meet the child’s needs or to help them adapt and deal with what is going on for them. We should bear in mind that:

			✓ Young children cannot easily express or communicate their thoughts, emotions and experiences to adults, because they do not yet have the language to do so.

			✓ Young children are still developing the ability to understand and control their own impulses and to self-regulate.

			✓ Young children look to adults to learn from and to build their repertoire of expected behaviours and ways of approaching tasks.

			✓ Young children have not yet learned the expected behaviours within different social situations – they do not yet understand fully what ‘appropriate behaviour’ looks like. 

			✓ Young children are more affected by both internal and external stimuli – if they are tired, hungry, stressed, over- or under-stimulated, or simply in need of attention or help, this is all shown through their behaviours.

			✓ Young children are not necessarily able to explain to us what they are feeling, particularly when they are caught up in the moment of a ‘fight or flight’ response.

			From a baby’s cries when it needs to be fed, to a toddler who throws a toy in frustration, young children send us a series of important messages in their behaviours about what they are thinking and feeling. All these behaviours are perfectly normal, which is why it is unhelpful to label them as ‘misbehaviour’. Always bear in mind that this is part of a learning process, not a judgement about the child. Remember too that behaviour can communicate positive as well as negative messages: smiles and laughter communicate the welcome message that children are happy and at ease. We should always aim to look out for these positive behaviours as well as try to understand any problematic ones.

			
Becoming a ‘child whisperer’

			Because young children do not yet have the ability to understand or express what is going on for them fully, practitioners and teachers must become highly attuned to many different forms of communication. By learning to interpret the behaviours we see, we can try to figure out what is going on internally for the child and consequently respond to it in the most helpful or appropriate way. If we are open to seeing our children’s behaviour as a way for them to express what is going on internally, we can learn a great deal from them, even if they are not yet able to put it into words. We can also support them in learning to communicate their needs and emotions more effectively. 

			To become a ‘child whisperer’, educators must learn to:

			✓ read children’s body language and posture and how these can change over time.

			✓ notice and respond to children’s facial expressions as an indicator of mood.

			✓ become sensitive to how a child is reacting to the practitioner’s input.

			✓ understand the likely triggers for certain behaviours in a child.

			✓ look at how children are interacting with their peers for clues as to what is going on internally.

			All these factors can help us pick up on what is being communicated by different behaviours, even without the child being able to explain them in words. Looking for and understanding these signals can help us to distract from or defuse a situation where we see that some problematic behaviour is about to occur. For instance, there are often a number of signals that a child is building up to a tantrum – tense body language, a fixed stare, a scrunched-up face, indicators that the child is tired or hungry. Once you have ‘tuned in to’ a child, depending on what you ‘read’ you might respond in a wide range of ways. For instance, you could:

			✓ turn towards them.

			✓ adopt a relaxed posture.

			✓ move in towards them or conversely allow them more space.

			✓ repeat what they have said.

			✓ nod in agreement.

			✓ use a calming tone to bring down their emotional state.

			✓ simply smile at them.

			
A new way of looking 

			Thinking about behaviour as communication offers us a new way of looking at behaviour, because it lets us stop thinking of the behaviour as being about us and helps us start thinking about it as being about the child. The child whom we might read as ‘defiant’ on the surface is telling us something about how they feel in the situation in which they find themselves. This is categorically not to say that we must attend to everything that is communicated by inappropriate behaviour, nor that we should somehow excuse it or wave it away. Sometimes, what we see is a behaviour that is best ignored in order to support the child. It is fine for practitioners and teachers to decide not to react at times, just as it is fine to respond to what is being communicated to them. 

			Seeing behaviour as a form of communication helps you to stop taking it personally when a child misbehaves. It is very rarely the case that young children’s behaviour is a calculated attempt to upset adults or to wind them up. They are just not that premeditated; nor do young children have that level of control over their own behaviours. The behaviour we see in our youngest learners is usually about an inability to control their impulses or a reaction to some underlying cause. With young children, often the best first approach is to ‘co-regulate’ – to acknowledge and accept the behaviour and then to support the child in stopping it or dealing with it.

			
How do babies and children learn to communicate? 

			When thinking about behaviour as a form of communication, it is useful to understand how the skill of communication develops. This helps us to see why children might use their behaviour to communicate messages that would probably be more helpfully sent in other ways. In order to communicate effectively, children need to learn and develop a range of key skills – skills that develop over time and that are in their infancy for this age group. In the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) statutory guidance in England, the skill of communication mostly falls under ‘Communication and Language’, but also forms part of ‘Personal, Social and Emotional Development’. There are also elements of communication in ‘Expressive Arts and Design’ – the arts are very much a form of self-expression. 

			In order to learn to communicate fully and effectively, young children need to:

			✓ form relationships with the adults and peers around them and learn how to interact with them.

			✓ play and ‘play around with’ communication in a variety of different environments, to start to understand how communication works.

			✓ be able to pick out sounds in the environment and understand what those sounds mean.

			✓ learn to interpret some of the subtleties of verbal communication, such as tone, inference, and so on.

			✓ develop spoken language or, where this is not possible, forms of non-verbal communication.

			✓ build a wide enough vocabulary to express what they want to say.

			✓ understand and make use of non-verbal signals and facial expressions to understand others and to support what they themselves are communicating.

			✓ learn to listen and pay attention to a situation, or to what is being said to them.

			✓ be motivated and confident enough to interact with others – communication is an act of social engagement.

			✓ trust and believe that they will be listened to by the people around them. 

			As you can see – it’s a lot to learn!

			For newborn babies, the first acts of communication are instinctive and non-verbal – typically cries and other vocal sounds. Babies obviously do not yet understand what the sounds they hear mean, nor are they able to understand those sounds as individual words. They have not yet developed the facial muscles needed to form words themselves either. When a baby cries, we don’t say it is ‘misbehaving’. We attend to what it is trying to tell us and we aim to meet its needs. The concept of ‘misbehaviour’ that often imbues educational discussions is a description of something that doesn’t really exist for young children. Their behaviours are instinctive and rarely what we might call deliberate or premeditated.

			Interestingly, a baby is born with the ability to learn and speak any language, and it is only the environment in which they find themselves that defines which language they will learn – nurture plays a key role in all aspects of development. When adults are playing and communicating with babies, you will often see them combining speech with gesture – for instance, waving to someone and saying ‘bye bye’ at the same time – to model what the gesture and the words together mean. Gradually, babies begin to babble to communicate and express themselves, before moving on to form single words, use phrases and finally speak in sentences.

			The development of speaking and listening clearly plays a crucial role in young children’s learning and development, because this allows them to gather information and communicate more easily with others. It enables them to participate in play with their peers and to articulate their ideas. By learning to talk, children can express their thoughts and learn more about their world. Talk helps to build the skills needed for literacy, allowing children to acquire a wide and varied vocabulary. The development of speech is also crucial for learning behaviours, because it allows children to start expressing what they need to others – whether that is their peers when they are playing with them or the adults who care for and educate them. Over the years, numerous studies have found a link between delays and difficulties in language development and problems with behaviour.

			Clearly, we need to be conscious of what all this means for children who have some kind of hearing impairment, or who encounter difficulties with speech and language development. We need to build communication in all its forms in our settings – using signing systems such as Makaton and other visual aids to support children to communicate in a whole range of different ways. We also need to be alert for children whose communication seems delayed, tracking their development carefully and working closely with speech and language therapists as necessary.

			
Physical communication

			Young children will often resort to physical actions to let the adults know how they are feeling. Sometimes these acts are an attempt to soothe pain or discomfort that the child is experiencing; other times they seem to be a reaction triggered by a particular frustration or difficulty faced by the child. Small children have not yet developed impulse control, and they are unlikely to fully understand social expectations around physical communication, so it is not surprising that they might lash out physically when they feel stressed.  

			Biting is a well-known behaviour in the early years – particularly when young children are teething. Babies will bite on teething rings, toys, perhaps a dummy, or even give a nip to their parents’ fingers or shoulders (or worse, if you’re a mum who is breastfeeding). It is fairly common for small children to lash out physically in reaction to stressful situations – for instance, if they feel cornered, trapped or under threat. Sometimes the two come together, and a small child will bite another child or an adult. This can be very distressing for all concerned, but it is actually a fairly common occurrence, particularly in the youngest part of this age group. You can find a case study about dealing with children who bite in the last chapter of this book.

			Of course, physical communication is not just about negatives. Young children express themselves physically in all kinds of ways – giving hugs, jumping for joy, holding hands with a friend. With rapidly developing bodies and a limited understanding of language, it makes sense that our youngest learners use physical communication a great deal. Again, aim to focus on the positive behaviours, highlighting and responding affirmatively to these, rather than giving all your attention to negative physical communication. 

			Physical acts of aggression can happen for a range of reasons. It may be that:

			✓ the child has not yet learned enough language to express their fears and frustrations, or is not able to reach for the vocabulary that is needed.

			✓ they have not yet developed the self-control and self-awareness needed to manage their anger or emotions and so they lash out on impulse.

			✓ the child has developmental issues, for instance, the child has experienced some kind of sensory deprivation in the past, or is currently experiencing it.

			✓ the physical communication is a sign of a special educational need that needs exploring and identifying.

			✓ the child is in pain, and the act of physical aggression soothes that feeling. 

			
How can we support communication?

			In the early years, one of the best ways to develop language and understanding is through play, and through adults using what are referred to as ‘serve and return conversations’. This means interactions with warm and attentive carers where both child and adult participate in the act of communication. Of course, we don’t wait until a child is already speaking to talk with them. We chat to a baby and they respond, at first with facial expressions, though very soon they begin to babble back. Every interaction we have with a child demonstrates to them that speech can be used to communicate, and also that we can communicate by using gestures, facial expressions, and so on. Play is hugely important in the development of communication because it is through play that children learn to interact both with other people and with the world.

			Practitioners should always bear in mind that facial expressions, tone and gesture play a crucial role in these serve and return conversations. These aspects help us to communicate meaning before the child understands the vocabulary we are using, and also help the child to understand more about all the different forms of communication. Consider how it feels when you are overseas and trying to make sense of a language that you don’t speak fluently – just like when you were a baby, you will gather meaning from the cues and clues that sit around the vocabulary itself. You will also use those same non-verbal gestures and perhaps a few stilted sounds to try to make yourself understood.

			For high-quality talk and communication to take place and communication skills to develop, it is important to remember the following:

			✓ Children need a rich range of play experiences and enabling environments in order to have something to explore, engage with and communicate about. 

			✓ Children need to learn how to both speak and to listen. Ensure that you offer opportunities for them to tune in to different kinds of sounds during their time in your setting, as well as to make those sounds.

			✓ If the noise levels in a setting become too high, they can interfere with the quality of the speaking and listening that takes place. Balance periods of quiet to aid concentration and support children’s phonological development. 

			✓ Quieter times or spaces in your setting help children focus on their learning and on quieter types of play. This will also help them to feel calm and will be very useful if they are feeling tired. 

			✓ When you are interacting with your children as they play, you should make sure that you listen in order to hear what they are saying, rather than listening just in order to wait your turn to speak. 

			It is a considerable skill to fully tune in to what children are ‘saying’ to us, whether this is through their faces, gestures, words, tone or posture.

			
What is behaviour communicating?

			When we view behaviour as a form of communication, we need to find a way to work out what is being communicated. It is fairly easy to observe when a child is happy or enjoying their learning, because you will see them laugh and smile as they play. However, it is a human tendency to jump to conclusions and snap judgements around negative behaviours, especially when it comes to those of other people. We are prone to a series of ‘biases’ that cause us to do this. For instance, it is tempting to use words such as ‘lazy’ or ‘defiant’ when a child or young person behaves in a way that annoys or irritates us – to use words which make a judgement about the reasons for the behaviour. Often, we do this instinctively and without considering whether there could be a different explanation.

			When thinking about behaviour as communication, it is useful to view this process as being about removing barriers. If behaviour ‘x’ is caused by barrier ‘y’, and doing ‘z’ would remove ‘y’ as a barrier, then it supports the child to remove ‘y’. We can pre-empt the behaviour by ensuring that the things that trigger the behaviour do not occur. For instance, including a mid-morning snack to ensure that children eat regularly will help you minimise problems around inappropriate behaviours caused by low blood sugar levels. This acts as a way of co-regulating for the child, and consequently feeds into the child being able to develop self-regulation.

			Behaviour: biology and physiology

			As a first step when exploring what young children’s behaviour might be communicating, it is helpful to consider the possibility of a biological or physiological cause. Young children in particular are basically hostages to their biology: until they have developed some impulse control and self-regulation, they naturally react to how their body makes them feel. Behaviour in babies and toddlers has in essence evolved as a survival mechanism; without an adult to care for and feed them, they would not survive. Communicating their needs, through whatever method is available, is critical. A baby’s cries alert the adults that they need to help the baby. As we see in many sad cases, neglect of children actually causes damage to early brain development, in addition to the more obvious outward physical signs such as weight loss from malnutrition. This can in turn contribute to problems with impulsive behaviours. Being attuned to babies and young children is crucial for their healthy development.

			Additionally, there may be other things going on for a young child that they simply cannot express to their carers – for instance, the crying of a baby or toddler may be a warning that they are in pain because they are teething or have a fever or nappy rash. (It has been said that it is a very good thing that we are not able to remember how painful teething was, because we would be horrified at the level of pain we felt.) Even as we mature and become adults, these biological and physiological causes of poor behaviour still hold us in their sway. Think about how you are much more likely to end up having a row with your partner if you are both over-tired or your blood sugar levels are low.
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