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[ POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS BEHAVIOUR |

In otherwords

Learning to read different behaviours can help us better support children, says Kay Mathieson

I keep hearing the phrase

‘children communicate

through their behaviour’.

Are there some specific
behaviours we should be looking
out for to help us understand the
children in our setting?

With all children, but per-

haps particularly those in

the Early Years Foundation

Stage (EYFS), there are some
general behaviour responses that are
predictable. A windy day can be the
catalyst for excitable, bubbly behav-
iour; tiredness can show by a child
being tearful and easily distressed.
Understanding the effect that weath-
er, temperature and emotions have
on our behaviour helps us to be real-
istic in our expectations of children in
such conditions.

In addition, if we can really tune
into the trends of behaviours dem-
onstrated by our current group of
children, we can make our setting
environment increasingly respon-
sive to their learning needs.

BEHAVIOUR AS AMEANS
OF COMMUNICATION

We are all, adults and children, con-
stantly communicating through our
behaviour, though this is seldom at a
conscious level of thinking. Our emo-
tions ebb and flow throughout the
day in response to the situations and
contexts in which we find ourselves.

Levels of anxiety vary according
to how threatened or at ease we feel.
This response is part of our innate
survival mechanisms with our amy-
gdala and limbic systems in the brain
detecting threats and preparing for a
fight, flight or freeze response.

As adults we can override such
signals from our amygdala by ration-
alising the extent of the threat based
on previous experience. For example,
a new group of children and parents
starting at our setting may raise our
anxiety but past experience tells us
that the likelihood is that we will be
able to cope without running away,
punching someone on the nose or

freezing in sheer terror. We may,
though, have a heightened sensitivity
to others’ reactions because our anxi-
ety level is raised.

Typically, we feel more at ease in
familiar situations with familiar peo-
ple around us. We have developed
patterns of responses in these con-
texts that have worked; we give and
receive signals that we are welcome
and make positive contributions to
the situation and our sense of self is
enhanced.

In contrast, being in a new place
with strangers where we are una-
ble to predict events significantly
changes how we feel. The cocktail of
emotions is likely to include anxiety,
excitement, fear and defensiveness
depending on our individual per-
spective Being able to make sense of
sequences of events, others’ commu-
nication and expectations all contrib-
ute to our ability to feel at ease.
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Recognising a child’s
typicalreactions to
situations allows us
toseewhen theyare
struggling

TUNINGIN TODEEPEN OUR
UNDERSTANDING

As adults, we have been practising
and refining our skills in reading
situations and others’ behavioural
signals for many years, in many
contexts. We have built up a compre-
hensive understanding of the pos-
sible interpretations, but we are still
learning and get it wrong — for exam-
ple, reading clipped, abrupt speech
as a personal attack when actually it
communicated anxiety on behalf of
the speaker.

The children in the EYFS are at the
very beginning of this process and are
doing their very best to make sense
of what is going on around them. A
baby has no verbal communicate but
uses sounds, body movements, facial
expressions and sensory informa-
tion to respond to the world around
them. Parents and key adults quickly
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become adept at discerning that
‘hungry cry’ and individual ‘discom-
fort wriggles’ and respond appropri-
ately to the baby’s communication.

As we get to know each individual
child in our setting, we can begin
to read more accurately the subtle
changes in their responses that give
us insights into what helps them
calm, or increases uncertainty and
anxiety.

‘Standing in the children’s shoes’
and exploring how things might
look and feel from their perspective
is a useful first step. Most so-called
‘inappropriate’ behaviour is related
to changes in anxiety levels, so rec-
ognising a child’s characteristic way
of communicating their anxiety can
really help us to read their response
more accurately.

INTERPRETATION

As children’s skills and abilities devel-
op, their understanding evolves in the
light of the new information. Often,
areas of development are progress-
ing at different rates so, for example,
the language needed to contribute
to an interaction may not come eas-
ily though the intention and desire
to contribute is strong so frustration
can be overwhelming.
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If a setting’s routines such as
lunchtime, snacktime and tidying-up
time are not going smoothly then it is
worth considering whether the expec-
tations are realistic and if the children
are able to carry out every necessary
step to complete the process. From
the child’s perspective, there may be
many reasons why it is difficult. For
example, not understanding:

e what is being asked of them
because of key vocabulary —
‘properly’, ‘nicely’, ‘share’

@ specific phrases such as ‘sit
down, sit up’

@ because of conceptual/
developmental progress — ‘the
toys belong to everyone’, ‘we keep
our clothes on in nursery, but take
them off for swimming’

@ because of a difference from
previous experience - sitting for
meals; using knives, forks and
spoons; or trying different foods.

Our adult role, having observed
that a routine or situation has not
gone smoothly, is to consider the
range of possible reasons why it is
not working.

The more possibilities we can
gather — informed by the behaviour
we see and understanding this as the
children’s communication of their
frustration, confusion, anxiety, excite-
ment or boredom about the activity —
the more likely it is that we can adapt
the routine in a successful way.

The key principle is that the chil-
dren are doing the best they can with
the information provided and situa-
tion we have created. In addition, if
the adults feel frustrated, anxious,
worried, excited or under pressure,
their behavioural communication will
impact on the children’s response too.

VARIABILITY AND
CONSISTENCY

As human beings, we are in a fairly
constant state of emotional flux in
response to the many interactions
and situations we are involved in
each day. The influence of one event
on another — for example, our differ-
ent emotions if we are late or early
arriving at our setting — leads to fur-
ther variation in our behaviour.

This, of course, is true for adults
as well as children. Therefore, some
days I can take part easily in activities
while others I find it hard.

Recognising a child’s typical and
exceptional reactions to situations
alerts us to times when they are
struggling to make sense of what is

going on.
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For many children, if their day
begins well, being woken sensitively
and guided gently through the transi-
tion into our settings, the rest of the
day will often unfold smoothly, in
contrast to when the start of the day
has been unusual or unpredictable.

Throughout the day in our settings,
there are routines that are particular-
ly important for nurturing and caring
for the children. Obvious examples
are eating, drinking, toileting, nappy
changing, arrival, departure and time
with key person. At these times, sub-
tle changes in response can be more
obvious. Increased need for comfort
can be a temporary response to a dif-
ficult start to the day, but can also
indicate a period of rapid growth,
changes in sleep pattern and devel-
opmental progress changing a child’s
understanding of the world.

The cocktail of variation between
us as human beings also means that
our sensitivities to sensory stimulus
will also vary, giving very different
experiences of places, activities and
interactions. Many children are par-
ticularly sensitive to changes in light
levels, temperature, sound, touch,
texture or taste. Undoubtedly, chil-
dren are more sensitive to these sen-
sory experiences than most adults,
whose senses are gradually dulled
over time or whose sensory informa-
tion is ignored and ‘tuned out’.

Taking time to observe and con-
sider the story our children are telling
us through their behaviour provides
many insights into why they are
responding the way they are, but also
helps us to recognise just how well
they are coping with the complexity
of their worlds. H
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