
Safety Discussions 
Behaviour in the Early Years: Understanding Behaviours

Guide for Professionals, Families, and Communities

Conversations regarding safety are sensitive and most successful when approached with empathy and

compassion. Whether you are a family member concerned for your child’s safety or a professional who needs to

address safety concerns with a family, this guide will support you when having these discussions. 

Why do these conversations matter?

Safety looks different for everyone. While there are some behaviours that are more universally perceived as

unsafe, some are not as easily defined (e.g., running up the slide, climbing a tree). Seek to understand all points of

view, then try to create a shared definition of what safety looks like for each child within the program.

Unconditional positive regard will help build trust amongst children and families. Even after an unsafe

behaviour occurs, we must show the child and family that we still care about their well-being and welcome them

as valued members of the program’s community. This might include spending quality time with the child, asking

them to help with a task, or giving their family a call when they show growth in an area they are working on. 

Active listening shows respect and support. Everyone wants to feel seen and heard, so listening actively (e.g.,

maintaining eye contact, asking clarifying questions, providing reassurance) shows that you are present and can

help children, families, and staff feel understood when having difficult conversations. Active listening can look

different depending on the need of the individuals within an environment, so remaining responsive and flexible in

our communication is key. 

All parties should have trust in one another.

Building trust takes time, but we want to ensure that

families understand the time and thought we put

into handling each situation with care. 

“They had a tough day today, but [child] and I figured

it out together. We tried [strategy] in response,

which seemed to work. The day is behind us now, and

we will start fresh tomorrow!”

Physical and psychological safety are equally

important. This includes your own safety as well as

all children and their families. Whether the

conversation concerns the child who was displaying

the unsafe behaviour or the child who was affected

by it, maintaining unconditional positive regard and

empathy is crucial for maintaining a child’s sense of

belonging.

“We recognize that unsafe situations can be

distressing for everyone involved. There are steps

we take to ensure your child feels safe in their body

and mind.”

“We have approached this behaviour in the past by

[strategy]. What are your immediate thoughts on

this strategy?”

Returning to the conversation another time can

leave space for reflection. 

“Today, we discussed _____. We intend to move

forward by _____. Let’s touch base next Friday to

review any observations and discuss what is working

or what we can improve on.”

“We appreciate that you brought forward this

concern. Our team will reflect on this, and we will

come back tomorrow with possible solutions.”

Try Saying:Key Points to Consider:



Safety Discussions 
Documentation for Collaborative Conversations

Date & Time: Record the date and the time of the incident. This will help recognize patterns, as some behaviours arise

during specific times during the day. 

Environment: The physical location of the incident. Where did the incident take place? 

Stressor: Record what happened immediately before the behaviour occurred (e.g., routine disruption, toy taken away,

weather change), as this is a possible trigger for the behavior. 

Behaviour: Objectively record the behaviour that occurred. Use as many details as possible. 

Possible Function: Behaviour can be categorized based on which function we believe it may be serving: connection,

escape/avoidance, access, or sensory seeking (there may be more than one). 

Adult Response: How did the adult respond to the behaviour? What emotions were they likely feeling? 

Date &
Time Environment Stressor Behaviour Possible

Function
Adult

Response

Collaborative Questions
Why is this behaviour safe/unsafe?

If this behaviour has occurred more than once, does it often get triggered by the same stressor?
If so, what is the stressor?

What is a likely function of this behaviour (there may be more than one)? Do we notice any

patterns?

Did the adult’s response allow the child to feel safe, seen, secure, and soothed? What might be

the best way for an adult to respond to this behaviour for this specific child if it happens again?

What changes can be made to the environment to possibly prevent/anticipate this stressor?

Which behaviour(s) would we like to see instead, and what skills does the child need to replace

this behaviour(s) with one that serves the same function?

Directions: Use this chart to record information and determine patterns of safe or unsafe behaviours and the

responses of others to the behaviours. Refer to this document as needed to guide discussions and determine

which strategies may be beneficial in the future. This information can deepen and strengthen our work,

especially when recording and reporting incidents.


