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Teaching for Positive Behaviour 

Aim: 

1. To ensure that children attending the centre are treated with respect and dignity at 

all times. 

2. To ensure that we have a deep understanding of behaviour. 

3. To give every child at the centre positive guidance to promote confidence, social 

competence, emotional competence and self-esteem. 

4. To meet each child’s individual needs. 

5. To promote fluent communication with parents/caregivers/whānau based on 

reciprocity and respect. 

6. To enhance consistency between home and Centre. 

7. To ensure we are developing each child’s cognitive (hinengaro), physical (tinana), 

emotional (whakamanawa), spiritual (wairua), social and cultural wellbeing. 

8. To create an inclusive environment 

Rationale 

This policy and the guidelines within it are an interpretation of the legal requirements for 

practices, both appropriate and inappropriate, which adults in our Centre should follow in 

their interactions with children. 

Positive guidance strategies are intended to support social and emotional competence by 

modelling and implementing practices which meet the regulations for child behaviour 

practices and are in line with the Principles of Te Whāriki: 

• Creating a supportive environment; 

• Promoting emotional competence; 

• Promoting social competence; 

• Supporting learning and engagement; 

• Understanding behaviour. 
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The regulations state that no child is to be subjected to any form of physical ill-treatment, 

solitary confinement, immobilisation, or deprivation of food, drink, warmth, shelter or 

protection; any form of physical ill-treatment, corporal punishment, solitary confinement, 

verbal abuse, immobilisation, or deprivation of food. 

The legislative requirements state that no force shall be used, by way of correction or 

punishment, towards any child enrolled at or attending the centre. 

Definitions 

Every child should be given “guidance and control”. The dictionary definition of ‘guidance’ is 

‘to show the way’ and implies a goal to be reached. 

Guidance is sometimes known, in the context of social behaviour, as ‘discipline’ which is 

derived from a word meaning ‘to teach’. This contrasts with the concept of ‘control’ which 

relates solely to the behaviour itself and does not include a learning goal. 

Control may be used in specific and urgent situations, e.g. to stop a young child running 

onto the road or to prevent a child hurting her or himself or another child. It may also refer 

to management systems used to ensure that limits and boundaries set for children are met, 

e.g. control of access beyond the early childhood education setting or organisation of the 

environment to control the flow of traffic. 

Praise and encouragement are identified as key behaviours for adults working with children 

in the early childhood setting. Praise relates to something that has been done, or has 

already happened, i.e. a finished work or a completed action. 

Encouragement, on the other hand is related to something that could or should happen in 

the future. It may be given where a child is reluctant to begin an activity or carry out an 

action, or to help a child persist in an endeavour. 

The regulations link these concepts with ‘positive guidance to promote appropriate 

behaviour’. Both praise and encouragement are to be used for the purpose of promoting 

behaviours in the child which are recognised as appropriate for the stage of development. 
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Approach 

Adults working with children at the Centre will: 

• foster harmonious working relationships with other adults, including 

parents/caregivers and staff; 

• model appropriate behaviour and relationships with other adults as well as with 

children; 

• affirm the positive in their approach to child guidance; 

• be consistent and reliable in their behaviour with children; 

• demonstrate empathy with children’s feelings; 

• help children to recognise their feelings and to express them in appropriate ways; 

• have realistic expectations of what children at different stages can be expected to do 

or cope with; 

• establish clear, constant rules about what is acceptable and what is unacceptable 

behaviour; 

• encourage children to care for equipment, the environment, and other people; 

• use the management of behaviour as a positive opportunity for learning appropriate 

social skills, and for thinking about concepts such as justice; 

• use clear, simple, and friendly direction; 

• value mistakes as learning opportunities; 

• be objective when assessing children’s behaviour; 

• consider the child’s behaviour within the context of the environment. 

• Provide regular feedback and encouragement. 

STAFF MUST NEVER smack, hit, grab, push, handle roughly, bite, pinch, tease, insult, 

humiliate, frighten, ridicule, neglect, shout at, threaten or forcefully confine any child. They 

must not laugh at children’s behaviour or discuss it among themselves in the presence of 

children. Children learn acceptable behaviour from positive example and love, not from 

violence or anger. 

Corporal punishment is not permitted (Education Act, 1989, Section 139A). This regulation is 

strengthened and extended by the Education (Early Childhood Centre), which state that 

children must not be subjected to any form of physical ill treatment. 
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Inappropriate practice for adults working with children includes: 

• inflicting verbal or physical punishment; 

• isolating children; 

• labelling children with derogatory words; 

• shaming or comparing children; 

• ignoring unacceptable behaviours. 

Physical restraint will not be used except as deemed necessary to ensure a child’s safety or 

that of others, and then only for as long as is necessary for control of the situation. 

Staff accused of or observed engaging in inappropriate practice may be suspended pending 

investigation or may be given a job that does not require interaction with children. 

The Protected Disclosures Act 2000 encourages employees to disclose and report 

information about serious wrongdoing in the workplace. This Act provides protection for 

these employees from criminal and legal retribution and outlines the internal procedure to 

be followed when investigating the matter. 

Even if staff believe in some of these methods and/or use them at home THEY MUST NOT 

DO SO IN THE CENTRE, they are considered to be “serious misconduct” and any staff 

member who does so can disciplinary action. 

Dealing with your own stress 

Childcare can be stressful work. If staff ever feel that they are not coping they must ask for 

help and remove themselves from the situation. Behavioural expectations vary greatly 

among different cultures, social groupings and child rearing practices. Adult’s feelings about 

positive guidance are affected by their own background, culture and what they experienced 

as a child. This centre’s philosophy of accepting and enhancing people’s cultural differences 

and similarities is reflected in the development of a sensitive positive guidance policy. 

Positive guidance is a clear set of rules defining conduct and behaviour that is explained to 

the children and understood by the staff. The staff model and teach children what are good 

choices, what are less good choices, what is safe, what angers or hurts, what pleases and 

what positive ways can be used to release anger and frustration. 
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The ultimate goal of positive guidance is to support strong emotional foundations and 

successful social relationships and the social and emotional foundations necessary for 

learning. This makes the teacher the decisive element in the classroom. It is the teachers 

approach that creates the climate, and it is the teachers response that decides whether a 

crisis will be escalated or de-escalated and a child humanised or dehumanised. Warm, 

sensitive  caring relationships are the key to optimal development for all children. This 

makes working closely with whānau in culturally sensitive ways essential so that positive 

guidance is consistent across settings as this minimises confusion and ensures that children 

are clear about what is expected from them and from each other. To do this the centre aims 

to provide a warm, safe, happy and secure environment as the springboard from which 

learning can occur. To promote a positive guidance approach for children, the staff will use 

positive techniques of guidance, redirection and reinforcement rather than promote 

comparison, competition or criticism. When positive guidance is positive it does not damage 

self-esteem, but allows children to feel capable, competent and to experience pleasure from 

being around others. It takes into account how children develop emotional and social skills 

and abilities, recognising that needs and behaviours change as children grow and mature. 

Positive guidance praises and acknowledges caring, co-operative and appropriate 

behaviours. 

Staff understand the importance of using positive language/phrases to use to communicate 

effectively with children and support emerging self-regulation of emotion and behaviour. As 

an example, “walk inside” not “don’t run inside”. Language used does not label the child but 

labels the behaviour, for example, “I hear that you are very angry AND It is not ok for you to 

scream at her” not “you are an unkind boy/girl”. Positive language can teach, give simple 

explanations and/or offer alternatives so that a child can make judgements and choices and 

thus, in time, wise decisions. It is based on self-control not coercion. It leads to self-

discipline, recognising that this is often a long, slow process. Here are some examples of the 

language that teachers use: 

“you can stop your body or I will help you stop” 

“You can choose or I will choose for you” 

“How could you help Melissa feel better?” 

“You can tell her, I’m next” 
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“You can tell her, you can have it in five minutes” 

“I can help you get a turn after Jacob” 

“Your hands are in tight fists – looks like you are feeling angry” 

“When I see your eyes, I’ll know you are ready to listen” 

“Can you put down the shovel, or do you need my help?” 

“In five minutes (then three, then one) it will be time to clean the classroom and 

then have lunch” 

“First, wash hands, and then snack” 

“Tell her, don’t tease me!” 

“I wonder how you can each play with it?” 

While the need for positive guidance is inevitable, it can be minimised by addressing 

possible causes of inappropriate behaviour through sensitive and individual programming. 

Some causes of inappropriate behaviour include; anger and frustration, boredom, desire for 

attention, imitation, tiredness, excitement, jealousy, social clumsiness, high activity levels 

and too much choice or a lack of choice. The techniques we use to guide children will 

depend upon the personality of the individual child, their developmental level and the 

probable cause of the behaviour. 

Staff aim to provide children with an understanding of the limits of acceptable behaviour, 

the reasons for these limits, consistency in the management of our behaviour, and to 

provide good role models for acceptable behaviour. If children exhibit socially unacceptable 

behaviour the staff can encourage/model/suggest alternative ways of acting/h=responding 

to the incident that help children act appropriately and allows all children to feel safe and 

secure in their environment. 

Setting limits and boundaries 

‘Setting limits and boundaries’ provides an alternative definition of the concept of ‘control’ 

in the early childhood context. This takes into account the need for children to be given 

guidance as to what behaviour is acceptable and what is not. 

In early childhood, children often communicate their needs non-verbally through behaviour. 

Knowing the limits and boundaries enables children to develop self-control and self-
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discipline. The goal for educators is to guide and support children through the early learning 

process and to ensure their safety and well-being, not to achieve conformity at the expense 

of understanding. 

Encouraging positive behaviours 

An early childhood education environment which creates a positive climate for children’s 

learning and development will encourage children to develop self-discipline and minimise 

the need for direct methods of intervention. 

Plan the environment to ensure that: 

• it is both safe and challenging and does not unduly or unreasonably inhibit or control 

children’s behaviour; 

• it includes a sufficient range and quantity of equipment and materials to meet the 

individual and developmental needs and preferences of every child; 

• there are opportunities and places for children to watch activities or to be ‘out-of-

the group’, on their own; 

• it is designed to enhance children’s well-being and sense of belonging. For example: 

music and rhythms are used to provide a climate of enjoyment and relaxation; there 

are calm, pleasant and predictable routines for meal and rest times; fun, laughter 

and humour are encouraged. 

Develop and implement: 

• clear, consistent expectations for behaviour by adults and by children and 

procedures for ensuring that these are known to all children, staff or caregivers and 

parents; 

• an unhurried pace to the day where each child has space and time to learn at an 

individual pace; 

• a range of activities designed to meet the developmental, individual and current 

preferences, needs and abilities of every child; 

• regular events and routines that are flexible for each child; 

• on-going training and professional development opportunities for staff; 

• opportunities for staff to explore and debate personal beliefs and practices; 
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• opportunities for regular observation, discussion and evaluation on the way in which 

the environment is meeting children’s needs; 

• space and time to talk and consult with parents. 

Ensure that adults working with children: 

• Are closely aware of their surrounding so that they can anticipate dangerous 

incidents and risky behaviours can be mitigated; 

• limit the use of negative commands, e.g. ‘no’, to circumstances such as dangerous 

behaviour which requires urgent intervention; 

• accept that staff will have different ideas and are encouraged to explore ways of 

working effectively together as a team; 

• show respect for and trust in children’s ability to learn; 

• allow children to identify and express their feelings honestly and express their own 

feelings honestly, as a model for children. (The child should be able to choose 

whether to share feelings with others in any situation.); 

• take part in activities and play with children; 

• listen to and answer children as equal partners in the interaction; 

• provide opportunities and support for children to practise decision-making, 

negotiating and resolving conflicts; 

• meet infants’ needs immediately, positively and consistently; 

• nurture children through affirmative body language and expressions, warm physical 

contact such as stroking, hugging or cuddling a child on a lap, by showing empathy 

and by ‘being there’ for children when they need reassurance or support. 

Note: Physical contact between adults and children  

(Principle:  children learn from reciprocal and responsive relationships 
with people.) 

Warm physical contacts between adults and children are an important 
aspect of responsive and reciprocal relationships. Sensory perceptions are 
an essential aspect of learning and development for very young children 
and for children who have a limited understanding of language or who are 
emotionally upset. 

Physical contact between children and adults is ‘normal, natural and 
desirable’ and should be used by adults to ‘show affection, to comfort, to 
reassure them and to give praise as well as taking care of some of their 
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physical needs.’  (Prevent Child Abuse, Guidelines for Early Chil dhood 
Services, 1993, Ministry of Education.)  

Early childhood services should develop policies that minimise the risk of 
child abuse by defining physical contact between adults and children in the 
early childhood setting. Touching should never be initiated  to gratify the 
adult’s needs. (Prevent Child Abuse, Guidelines for Early Childhood 
Services, 1993, Ministry of Education.)  

It  is not appropriate to persist with physical demonstrations of warmth or 
affection if the child shows that these are not wanted.  

• do not label or judge children (either positively or negatively) based on aspects of 

their behaviour; acknowledge and focus on the feelings behind a child’s behaviour; 

• do not engage in power struggles with children; 

• put the focus on the behaviour rather than the child and respect the child’s need to 

communicate, even if it is inappropriately expressed; 

• can demonstrate an understanding of each child and can express an appreciation of 

their individuality; 

• have an understanding of each child’s place in relationship to the group of children; 

• adhere at all times to the regulations and rules regarding unacceptable management 

practices for child behaviour; 

• provide and model appropriate behaviour for children in both adult/adult and 

adult/child interactions; 

• understand and acknowledge that some behaviour goals apply to the early 

childhood setting and may differ from those of the child’s home environment; 

• acknowledge that it may be more productive for a different adult to interact with a 

particular child; 

• implement routines and regular events, such as nappy changing, snacks and nap 

times, flexibly to allow for individual needs. 

Strategies for Positive guidance 

Where a child is in danger of harming him or herself, the environment or other people, it 

may be necessary to take control of the situation initially. This may be verbal control or, for 

younger children and where a child is experiencing a strong emotion such as anger or 

frustration, involve physically holding or removing the child in the safest way possible. 
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Firm calm action should be combined with clear, concise directions which indicate what is 

the preferred behaviour. This positive focus is important. The use of the word ‘no’ should be 

kept to a minimum. A tone of voice that conveys a sense of urgency provides a more 

effective focus and avoids setting up a negative cycle. 

When children are developing language, actions and words are closely linked. They will 

understand and react most strongly to those words that give a clear sense of action and 

which provide direction as to what should be done. 

Young Children 

Where the adult is requiring a young child not to do something in a crisis situation, the 

child’s impulse is for action. Intervening by physically stopping the child frustrates but does 

not negate this impulse. Offering a positive action to follow is more likely to de-escalate the 

situation than insisting on non-action. 

• Intervene quickly. 

• State a preferred action clearly, avoiding a focus on the undesirable behaviour. 

• Provide praise and encouragement to the child for not carrying out the action (even 

if this is because the adult has taken control). 

• When the child is calm, briefly say why you took control. 

• Look for solutions together. 

Time-Out 

'Time-out’ is an intervention strategy that is sometimes used to deal with excess anger or a 

lack of impulse control. It consists of removing and isolating the child from the action. The 

aim is to provide a brief space for the child to calm down and regain control. 

Although it may act as a control mechanism, “time-out” is not an acceptable strategy in the 

early childhood education context. It does not encourage reflection or give children an 

understanding of the effects of their action on others, nor does it demonstrate a right way 

to behave. 
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Moreover, a child who will quietly sit apart in ‘time-out’ is being compliant and therefore, by 

definition, does not need to regain control. 

Solitary confinement is an unacceptable practice in early childhood education under 

regulations. (Education (Early Childhood Services) Regulations 2008, 30 (1) b ii). 

Inclusionary time-out 

A similar strategy that has a learning outcome for the child involves seating the child apart 

from the group, beside an adult. The key to this strategy is the helpful interaction between 

the adult and child. 

This strategy involves taking time out to watch how others do it. It could be described as 

“taking the child out of the action to help the child be part of the action”. It involves two 

steps: 

• Explaining the child’s disruptive behaviour to the child in terms of the effect it had on 

the activity. 

• Supporting the child back into play by pointing out examples of the sort of behaviour 

that would be more helpful. 

Guiding and redirecting 

Guiding or directing a child to an alternative activity respects the feelings of the child and 

their right to express their impulse or need but offers a more acceptable way of doing this. 

Examples of this are: 

• offering a child who is throwing equipment a game of catch with a soft ball, or 

newspaper to tear and throw; 

• redirecting a child who is over-boisterous or play fighting with other children to a 

jumping game or an energetic outside activity; 

• saying firmly to a toddler who is leaning forward to bite another child, ‘bite the 

shape’ as you substitute a wooden shape or teething ring; 

• asking a child who is trying to ‘push in’ to be first at an activity to carry out a well-

liked responsible task. This might be: setting the morning tea table; pouring drinks 
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for other children; caring for a smaller child; here a child is agitated or hyperactive 

firmly redirecting or removing the child to an alternate, less stimulating activity such 

as helping, or being with, a supportive adult, on a one-to-one basis. 

Cool-down time 

Where a child is not able to exercise self-control and refuses redirection we recommend the 

use of ‘cool-down time’ as a settling down period. ‘Cool-down time’ should be a ‘quiet, 

relaxed, neutral break; a cooling-down period for the child to regain self-control’ (Greenman 

J. & Stonehouse A. Prime Times, 1996). A child should not be made to take ‘cool-down 

time’. 

This strategy should not be used if a child has violated a rule without losing control. 

End Note 

Staff ensure that positive experiences are provided to support child/ren's self-esteem 

through use of language. We acknowledge and accept the child’s feelings of anger, 

frustration or jealousy, even if the reaction seems out of proportion to the cause. The 

feelings are distinguished from what the child actually does about the feelings. The child is 

encouraged to talk about their feelings. For example, it is made clear that bad feelings are 

not bad, only the inappropriate response (action) to those feelings is unacceptable. 

Staff offer alternatives to unacceptable behaviour and give attention and praise to 

appropriate behaviour. 

We provide a balance of quiet activities and vigorous active ones. 

Give attention to both parties involved in a dispute. We comfort that child that has 

been hurt and talk to the aggressor. We try to empower the child that has been hurt 

to tell the aggressor how they feel. 

Attempt to distract or diffuse the situation. We keep the disruptive child occupied. 

Respond in a calm but firm manner, indicating to the child what is expected and 

what choices the child has. 
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Help the child to realise the consequences of his or her actions. 

When a child is physically hurt, normal accident procedures apply. 

 

Collaborative problem solving 

If a child’s behaviour is an ongoing concern to us the parents of the child will be consulted to 

determine if there are other factors affecting the child's behaviour. Strategies can then be 

developed together which are consistent with the family’s child rearing practices. 

External professionals with behavioural management expertise will be consulted to assist 

with a situation that causes serious concern to staff and/or parents. 

A collaborative problem-solving approach can help make environmental and practice 

changes to better support individual children or groups of children. Through meeting 

together regularly, kaiako can: 

• bring examples of current behaviour-support challenges to discuss with the group 

• bring information to support the discussion, such as observations about when, 

where, and how often a particular behaviour is occurring, whānau perspectives on 

the behaviour, and a hypothesis about what the behaviour may be 

communicating. This helps the group to arrive at an objective and considered 

description of the behaviour and why it might be happening. 

• describe how a behaviour is impacting on learning and relationships for the child 

(or group of children, if several are demonstrating the same behaviour) 

• agree on a replacement behaviour – an alternative behaviour that will be more 

helpful for the child’s learning and relationships – while ensuring that 

expectations are developmentally appropriate and reflect whānau perspectives 

• consider ways in which the environment might need to change to provide better 

support 

• identify strategies to trial that will support a change in a behaviour (this could 

include strategies from He Māpuna te Tamaiti or SET). 
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During discussions about children, staff will focus on the child’s potential by identifying their 

strengths and interests, and the aspirations of their whānau for them. We identify times 

when they are able to self-manage or show resilience, motivation, and engagement. This 

will help us to take a strength-based approach, valuing and building on evidence of their 

developing social and emotional competence.  
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Resources 

The Ministry of Education offers extensive guidance on supporting social and emotional 

competence in the publication He Māpuna te Tamaiti (MoE, 2019) 

Curry N, Johnson C, Beyond Self Esteem: Developing a Genuine Sense of Human Value, 

National Association for the Education of Young Children, Washington, 1990 

Derman-Sparkes L & the ABC Task Force, Anti-bias Curriculum Tools for Empowering Young 

Children, National Association for the Education of Young Children, Washington, 1989 

Duffield N Dr, Talking to Kids with Feeling, Random House, 1995 

Fleer Marilyn, Staff-Child Interactions, Australian Early Childhood Association, Watson ACT 

2602, 1997 

Forrester, M.,  & Albrecht, K. (2014). SET Social Emotional Tools for Life. Innovations in ECE 

Press. 

Foster J, Macalister R, Studholme T, What Next? Christchurch College of Education 1992 

Greenberg P, Character development: encouraging self-esteem and self-discipline in infants, 

National Association for the Education of Young Children, Washington, 1989 

Greenman J, Stonehouse A, Prime Times, Addison Wesley Longman, Australia Pty Ltd, 1997 

Harrison J, Understanding Children: Towards Responsive Relationships, Australian Council 

for Educational Research, Vic. Australia, 1991 

Katz L. McClellan D, The Teacher’s Role in the Social Development of Young Children, ERIC 

Clearing House, USA, 1991 

Oswofsky J D, Fenichel E (eds) Hurt Healing Hope: Caring for Infants and Toddlers in Violent 

Environments, Zero to Three, Arlington, Virginia, 1994 

Rodd J, Understanding Young Children’s Behaviour, Allen and Unwin, 1996 

Roe D, Young Children and Stress, How Can We Help, Resource Book Series, Australian Early 

Childhood Association, Watson ACT 2602, 1996 
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Stephen H, Conflict Resolution with Young Children, Resource Book Series, Australian Early 

Childhood Association, Watson ACT 26021993 

Stonehouse A, Trusting Toddlers, Australian Early Childhood Association, Watson ACT 2602 

Teaching Tolerance Project, Starting Small, Southern Poverty Law center, Alabama, 1997 

Waters J, Making the Connection, Lady Gowrie Centre (Melbourne) Inc., 1996 

Videos 

Difficult Moments - managing these in childcare, Australian Early Childhood Association, 

Watson, ACT 2602 

In the Right Direction: Guiding Children’s Behaviour (plus booklet) Lady Gowrie Children and 

Neighbourhood Centre (WA) Inc., 1991 

Parenting without Hitting (Maori and Samoan versions available) CYPFS, Wellington 1996 

Prevent Child Abuse, Guidelines for Early Childhood Services 1993, Ministry of Education 

Te Whaariki: He Whaariki Matauranga mo nga Mokopuna o Aotearoa - Early Childhood 

Curriculum 1996 

Tuning in to Children, Bruce Tina, BBC Education Series, London, 1996 
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