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Culturally responsive language creates respectful and safe interactions for all

individuals by understanding cultures in their historical, social, and political

contexts. Our language is mindful of the cross-cultural differences that exist in

communication and relationships. Language choices are free of expressing or

implying discrimination, stereotypes, and biases. Keep in mind that some cultures

use body language and eye contact differently when communicating.

Trauma informed language recognizes that behaviour is communication, and

some behaviours may be a response to previous or ongoing trauma in a child’s life.

While identifying and offering treatment for trauma is not the role of early

childhood professionals, we can do our best to minimize stressors for those who

have experienced such events. Ensure that language is inclusive and free of

words or ideas that may be upsetting or re-traumatizing for the child.

The Behaviour in the Early Years Initiative recommends

approaching behaviour using the 3 Bes: 

Be curious.

Be responsive.

Be reflective. 

Throughout this phrasebook, you will see 3 Be prompts intended

to help you remain thoughtful and identify how the tool can be

used in your daily practice. 

Introduction
The purpose of the Behaviour in the Early Years Phrasebook is to support you in developing

language and phrases that foster inclusive, supportive, and responsive environments. The

following pages contain language to support you in approaching all behaviours inclusively

within your program. 

The language we use when speaking about behaviours should be inclusive, culturally safe, and

trauma informed. These criterion are met when we aim to model and teach emotional

regulation rather than rely on compliance-based outcomes.

Inclusive language is an intentional phrasing style that creates inclusive

interactions. Our language choices reflect the idea that all children are welcomed,

supported, and valued. With this mindful approach, we avoid interactions that

may result in others feeling excluded, dismissed, or stigmatized. Inclusive

language is free of judgement, bias, and discrimination.
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Behaviour is communication: This phrase helps us understand that behaviours, including

those that challenge us, are often an attempt to communicate unmet needs through the four

functions of behaviour: connection, access, sensory, and escape. Behaviours are displayed

either internally or externally and may look different for each child depending on their abilities,

experiences, and cultures.

Behaviour that challenges us: It's important to frame all behaviours as neutral. Therefore,

when we feel challenged by a behaviour, we should seek to understand why. The term

behaviour that challenges us shifts away from placing blame on the child for their behaviours

and encourages us to reflect first. Where we see a challenge, a child sees a solution, and this

language reflects our understanding of behaviour as communication.

Emotional regulation: The knowledge and strategies to manage energy states, emotions,

behaviour, and attention. The goal of emotional regulation is to return to a balanced and calm

state of being, which looks different for everyone.

Inclusive child care: The principle that children of all abilities have equitable access to quality

learning in a child care program of a family’s choosing and are supported to belong and learn

through play along with other children. Inclusive learning and child care programs support the

individual strengths and needs of each child, allowing them to meaningfully engage, learn, and

contribute to the community and culture of their program. All educators, providers, and

families collaborate as a team to meet the needs of children. The presence and engagement of

a diverse group of children, including those with diverse needs, provides significant

opportunities to learn about, value, and celebrate diversity in communities.

Key Phrases
Language is always evolving. What is preferred for one individual might not be for another, and

what is preferred today may one day change. Our intent should always be to create an open

dialogue for discussion, ask questions, and remain receptive to others’ preferences. Below are

key phrases used by early years professionals in British Columbia that reflect inclusive,

culturally responsive, and trauma informed practices. 

Behaviour is communication. The next time a behaviour

challenges you, ask yourself: What function is this behaviour

serving? Check out the 4 Functions of Behaviour poster

and infographic for more information!



Supporting and addressing behaviours includes naming the behaviours you want to both

encourage and reduce. The chart below give examples of phrases that can be used to address

specific behaviours. 

Behaviour-Specific Phrases

Our goal should always be to remain inclusive, trauma informed,

and culturally responsive. Remember to think about why

behaviours are occurring and ask yourself if the behaviour is

communicating something beyond what you can see (e.g., Is the

child confused because the behaviour is welcomed at home but

not in the child care program? Did something trigger them due to a

potential traumatic event in the past?). Use this knowledge and

reflection to guide you before you respond.

Behaviours
that

Challenge
Us 

Behaviours
that

Challenge
Us 

“I know you are frustrated because ____. Let’s problem solve

together and find a solution that works for everyone.”

“I can tell you are upset with me right now and that is okay, but

what you said is not kind. Let’s take some deep breaths and try

that again.” 

“We are going to take a break. When you are ready, we can talk

about what happened.” 

“Your turn is coming up. I am proud of how patient you are.”

“Thank you for tidying up. It makes the room safe for everyone.”

“You both practised taking turns so well! Thank you!”

Desired or
Expected

Behaviours

Desired or
Expected

Behaviours



Example Scenario Possible Cause Response

When working on an

activity, a  child says,

“This is too hard.”

Frustration

Anger

Tired

Hungry

Overstimulated 

“It sounds like you are having  a hard time

with [insert activity] and are feeling

frustrated. First, let’s take a big deep

breath together… Okay, how can I help?”

A child runs up to show

you their drawing.

Connection

Validation

Instruction

Attention

“Do you want to tell me about your

drawing? I can see you put a lot of work

into that. You look like you feel proud of

yourself.”

A child cries after their

parent drops them off.

Fear

Anxiety

Loneliness

Connection

Access

“It looks like you are feeling sad this

morning. Do you remember another time

you felt sad?  What helped you feel

happy again?”

A coworker says, “I

can’t do anything right.”

Overwhelmed

Stress

Anxiety 

Frustration

“I am hearing how overwhelmed you are

feeling right now. I am here to support

you. Let me know how I can help.”

Feelings-First Phrases
Active listening means listening with intent to understand what the speaker may be feeling

and communicating. When interacting with children, we should listen for feelings and reflect

what we see and hear back to the child for them to feel validated and supported. The phrases

below provide examples of active listening, responsive language, and co-regulation phrases. 

When communicating during stressful moments, body language and tone

matter just as much as the words we use. Placing your physical self at the

child's level, smiling, nodding, and, if the child is comfortable, hugging/hand

holding helps maintain unconditional positive regard. When communicating

with adults, keep your posture relaxed and make sure you show them that

you are listening by nodding and echoing back what you are hearing. 



Opening Phrase1

Identify Emotion2

“…you are feeling

(emotion)…”

      Connect to Content3

              PAUSE

Remember the 4 S's. What is your goal for supporting the behaviour?

Safe. Does the child feel safe right now? Our proximity, tone of voice, and body language

tunes the child into their level of comfort.

Seen. Does the child feel validated? Convey your empathy.

Soothed. Is the child dysregulated? Lend your calm. Express support, affection and

kindness. Use active listening and find a strategy to co-regulate.

Secured. Being secure means a child is safe, seen, soothed, and they know they are

supported. The more secure they feel, the more they learn to self-soothe during times of

stress. A secure child is ready to learn and build skills.

               Offer Solutions or ask Open-ended Question(s)4

Responsive Language Framework

“I can see that...”

“It seems like...”

“I get the sense that...”

“I can imagine that...”

“I am hearing that...”

“... when

(event/activity).”

“Let’s try [alternative activity] instead.”

“Do you want to practice doing it again differently?”

“How can I help?”

“I remember the last time you felt this way, [activity] helped. Let’s try that

again.”



Directional Phrases
We often give children verbal directions throughout the day. The way we frame these

directions can be confusing for children and cause behaviours that challenge us. 

Compliance-Seeking Methods 
Compliance-seeking methods may be used when the child’s safety, or the safety of those

around them, is the priority. These methods address behaviour in the moment and have short-

term results. 

Phrasing Directions Negatively
When we simply tell children not to do something, we aren’t building skills or helping them

learn. Additionally, children may have a harder time processing directions when they are

phrased negatively. This method is only seeking short-term compliance. The behaviour may be

repeated in the future. 

Phrasing Directions Positively
We can reframe our language to tell children what to do rather than what not to do. This offers

a solution or alternative behaviour for the child. Although we are framing our language more

positively, we are still not identifying the cause of the behaviour or understanding the unmet

need being communicated. This is why this is a compliance-seeking method that only seeks

short-term cooperation. The behaviour may be repeated in the future.

Regulation-Seeking Methods 
Regulation has the goal of bringing the child back to their emotional baseline, or a more optimal

state. When the child is grounded again, they are in a position to learn and build skills. 

Regulation-Based Guidance
When skills-building and regulation is our goal, we approach our directional phrases differently.

We think about what the behaviour is communicating to us and use feelings-first language to

show that we understand. We offer a solution that has a regulation strategy, and we support

the child in practicing it. We do this with the idea that the next time this child has an unmet

need, they turn to a regulation-based strategy. 

Responsive language acknowledges the child's feelings before

addressing the behaviour or situation. Always speak what you

see first and then state the limit or rule after. 
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Don’t run. “Let's walk together.”

“Thank you for

walking.”

“Hold my hand and

walk beside me,

please.”

“When  inside, we use

walking feet.

“Wow, it seems like you are full of energy! How

about we try dancing and shaking it out?”

“I can tell you’re excited to get to [destination].

Let’s try bouncing up and down while we wait for

the others to walk with us.”

“It seemed like you were upset by [event] and

needed to find a quiet place to go to quickly.

Let’s try taking three deep breaths and slow

things down.”

Stop whining. “Can you say that a

different way, please?”

“Will you use a

different voice so I can

hear you better?”

“I can see that you are needing my attention

right now. Let’s find a quiet place to calm down

and talk.”

“I can hear that you need [object/need] right

now. How can I help?”

“Can you take three big breaths for me and try

telling me that again with a different voice?”

No biting. “We only bite food and

biting toys.”

“It seems like you are curious about how your

mouth feels. Let’s use a biting toy when we feel

this way.”

“Would you like me to help you find some words

for what you are feeling?”

“I can see that you are frustrated. Let’s practise

a different way to express that. Let’s try a

biting toy.”

Don’t hit. “Keep your hands to

yourself, please.”

“I can see that you are angry. Let’s practise

using our words instead.”

“It seems like you need some time in the cozy

corner to calm down. Do you want to cuddle

with a pillow or listen to a relaxing song?”

“I get the sense that you were quite frustrated

in that moment. You can always ask me for

help.”

Directional Phrases
When establishing safety is priority:

(Seeking Compliance)

When skills-building and social emotional

learning is priority: (Seeking Regulation)

Phrasing negatively Phrasing positively  Regulation-Based Guidance

Instead of... Try... Try...
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