
Excellence in Action: Understanding
Behaviour
Behaviour in the Early Years

Understanding behaviour involves noticing dysregulation. Some dysregulated behaviours are

externalized, or more easily identifiable than others, such as crying or yelling. However, dysregulation

can also be internalized, such as hiding or becoming silent. A helpful way to understand how children

show they are dysregulated is reflecting on how you respond to different emotions. 

Angry 

Scared

Frustrated

Annoyed

Jealous

Sad

 Tired

Sick 

Bored

 Lonely

 Disappointed

Calm

Excited

Content

Happy

Peaceful

Proud

Relaxed

Nervous

Confused

Worried

Embarrassed

Directions: Consider the emotions below, thinking about how each one feels in your mind and body.

Then, reflect on how you may behave when experiencing these emotions. For example, when you feel

happy, you may smile. When you feel angry, you may raise your voice. Reflecting on our own behaviours

helps us understand others and allows for stronger connections. Choose some emotions to write in the

boxes below, and explain how you respond to each one. An example has been created for you.

How I respond to this emotion: 

Example
Emotion: Sad

How I respond to this emotion:
Emotion:

How I respond to this emotion:
Emotion:

How I respond to this emotion:
Emotion:

How I respond to this emotion:
Emotion:

I become quiet and withdraw from

others. I do not usually cry or

appear upset.



Internalized responses – different ways we express emotions and needs, such as through

daydreaming, quiet play, hesitation, disengagement, and disinterest; these behaviours are often

more difficult to recognize as they may be less obvious or nondisruptive.

Externalized responses – different ways we express emotions and needs, such as through

laughing, screaming, hitting, kicking, and elopement (running away or wandering off); these

behaviours are typically easier to recognize as they are obvious and can be more disruptive. 

Directions: Below is a Spectrum of Behaviour Responses*. Using the information from the

previous page, determine if your behaviour is internalized or externalized using the definitions

below. The intensity of the response is greater at each end. For example, if you reflected on

sadness and wrote that you become withdrawn, use a pen or pencil to mark ‘sadness’ on the left

side of the spectrum. If you wrote that you cry when you’re sad, mark sadness on the right side of

the spectrum. Reflect on some, or all, of the emotions from the list on the first page. Below is an

example, and there is a blank spectrum on the next page.

*To learn more about the spectrum of behaviour, see the Behaviour in the Early Years Position

Statement!

Graphics courtesy of Kristin Wiens.

Internalized Externalized

Sadness

Once you can identify where your emotional responses lie on the spectrum, consider explaining

how to use it with the children in your care. This can show them that we respond to emotions

differently and at varying intensities. This can be an excellent tool for a child to use when they are

dysregulated. For example, they may learn to point to where they are on the spectrum any time

they feel and respond to an emotion.

Example

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/family-and-social-supports/child-care/running-a-daycare-or-preschool/inclusive-child-care/behaviour_early_years_position_statement.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/family-and-social-supports/child-care/running-a-daycare-or-preschool/inclusive-child-care/behaviour_early_years_position_statement.pdf
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