
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Responding to Children’s Behavior 

Be the child’s Safe Place / Safety Zone / Pillar of Safety 
Children who feel unsafe behave in unsafe ways. When we help children feel safe we can ‘short-circuit’ 
some challenging behaviors. 

When Instead of saying… Try… 
Drew cries because Chase hit him 
back 

“That’s what happens when you 
hurt. You get hurt back. See?” 

“This is a safe place. Let’s find a 
way to keep you both safe.” 

Tony uses profanity towards you 
“We don’t use words like that at 
school. Those are bad words. Do 
you want to go to time out.” 

“Let’s figure out words you can 
use here at school to tell me when 
you are angry with me.” 

Christine gets anxious during 
transitions during transitions and 
starts to toss things around the 
classroom. 

“Go sit over there by yourself in 
the thinking chair. I’m tired of you 
breaking our things.” 

“Christine, come on over here 
with me so I can help you feel 
safe.” 

David hits Jonathan “Nobody likes bad boys.” 

“Let’s get ice for Jonothan, and 
then you can stay by me so 
everyone stays safe here this 
morning.” 

Respond to the Emotion – Feeling Comments 
When you hear a child expressing an emotion reflect the feeling back to the child. Naming the emotion 
lets the child know you are really listening and will be able to help. 

You might want to… Sounds like… 
Ask how the child is feeling “Are you upset about this?” 

Guess how the child is feeling “You face and voice tell me you are very happy 
about your grandmother visiting you.” 

Mirror what you hear “So you tried to tie your shoes and you couldn’t get 
it.” 

Validate feelings “I can see why you feel frustrated.” 
Empathize “You must feel so frustrated.” 
Let the child know that her feelings are a reaction to 
a trigger. “You got scared when the fire alarm went off.” 

Reassure the child that his reaction is normal. “A lot of people are scared of loud noises.” 

Responding to emotions – 

Instead of saying… Try… 

“What’s that face supposed to be about?” “I wonder if you are feeling frustrated (hurt, scared, 
disappointed.)” 

“Pouting isn’t going to get you anywhere.” “It looks like you want to use the soccer ball first.” 
“There’s no reason to be angry.” “You’re angry and that’s okay.” 
“There’s nothing to be upset about.” ‘I can see you’re upset and I understand.” 



 

 
 

 

 

 
  

 
 

 
 

  

 

 

 

 

Responding to Children’s Behavior 

“Don’t feel that way.” “I’m sorry you feel that way.” 
“Go sit on the beanbag chair until you’re ready to 
stop crying. “What do you want? What do you need?” 

Help children identify the primary feeling (also adds vocabulary!) 
Try… 

“You seem frustrated that you have to wait for a turn.” 
“I bet you’re disappointed that it isn’t your turn.” 
“When Erin said you are not invited to her party you felt hurt.” 
“I wonder if you are feeling nervous that we have a new teacher in the classroom today.” 

Validate feelings, then guide behavior 
Children are not in control of their emotions but they can be in control of their behavior choices. 

Instead of saying… Validate the feeling by saying… Guide behavior by saying… 

“Stop grabbing that doll. Alexia is 
using it.” 

“I notice that you want to use that 
doll?” 

“ Ask in a kind way for a turn or I 
can help you find another doll. Try 
saying, ‘May I please have a turn 
to play with that doll.” 

“Quit kicking Jenna’s block tower.” “Do you want to play with Jenna?” 
“If you want to play with Jenna 
you can ask him. Say ‘Jenna, I 
want to play with the blocks.’” 

“Move away from the sink. 
George has been waiting a long 
time.” 

“It looks like you are having fun 
with the water.” 

“The sink is for washing. Let’s find 
a different place to play in water.” 
Or “The sink is for washing. You 
can play with water in the sensory 
table during choice time.” 

“No throwing shoes.” “You must be frustrated with 
those shoes?” 

“We need to keep kids safe, leave 
your shoes on the floor. I can help 
you tie your shoes.” 

Use First / Then language 
Use First / Then language to help children learn to do an undesirable task before a more desirable task. 

Instead of saying… Try… 
“If you don’t pick up the blocks, you won’t go out-
side.” “First pick up the blocks, then you can go outside.” 

“You’re not going to get snack if you don’t come 
inside right now.” “First come inside, then you can have snack.” 

“If you finish your job, I’ll let you have a turn at the 
cooking table.” “First finish your job, then you can cook.” 

“If you lie quietly at rest for ten minutes, I’ll give you 
a sticker.” 

“First rest quietly for ten minutes, then you can get 
up and play.” 



 
  

 

 

 

 
  

 

Responding to Children’s Behavior 

Give help and comfort 
When you see a child beginning to lose control, move over to him, take his hand. Gently say “Come sit by 
me.” or “Come hold my Hand.” Try to use the word ‘Come’ instead of ‘Go’ when asking a resistant child to 
do something. 

Instead of saying… Try… 
“Go wash your hands.” “Come. Let’s wash your hands.” 
“Go put on your shoes before we go out.” “Come. Let’s get your shoes.” 
“Sit down while you eat.” “Come. Let’s sit down.” 

Help fix mistakes 
Being a guide and a mentor has nothing to do with being bossy and punitive. Being a guide and a mentor 
involves establishing yourself as an unconditional support system, cheerleader, and safety net. Use 
phrases to help reassure children and help them move forward. 
“We can fix this.” 
“I’ll show you what to do with the peg boards.” 
“Let’s figure out a way to solve this.” 
“It might be helpful (friendly, thoughtful) if you…” 
“Let me show you another way to…” 
“Let’s practice the school way to…” 

Our interactions with inappropriate behavior show the rest of the class what our practice will be when 
dealing with other circumstances. If we respond in a punitive way other children will follow suit and behave 
in punitive ways. 

Questions to ask yourself 
What are your goals for children? To obey or to become self-reliant and make good decisions 
How can I be helpful? 
Is what I am doing helpful or hurtful? 
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