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Objectives
• Explain the importance of children’s behavior as 

communication 

• Analyze and interpret the meaning of children’s behaviors

• Cover strategies that address children’s behaviors and build 
a supportive environment   
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Behavior
• What is behavior?

• What do you believe about young children and their 
behavior?
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Your 
“Button 
Pusher”
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You Can’t Not Communicate

• All behavior is a form of 
communication and has meaning

• Children give us cues to help us 
understand what they want to 
communicate long before they 
have words
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“I’m trying to tell you something!”
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Behavior
Every communicative behavior can be 

described by its form and function.

Form (What) vs. Function (Why)

• Form: the behavior used to 
communicate. What is the 
behavior?

• Function: the reason behind the 
communicative behavior. What is 
the purpose of the behavior from 
the child’s perspective? 
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Forms of Communication

• Crying
• Cooing 
• Reaching for caregiver
• Kicking their legs
• Gaze aversion (looking away)
• Squealing
• Biting
• Tantrums
• Pointing
• Smiling
• Pulling adult
• Clapping 
• Words
• Jumping
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Functions of Communication
• Obtain an object, activity, person
• Ask for help
• Initiate social interaction
• Request information
• Seek sensory stimulation
• Escape demands
• Escape activity
• Avoid a person
• Escape sensory stimulation
• Express emotion
• Express pain or illness 
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Form and Function
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Form and Function

• A single form of behavior may 
serve multiple functions

• Multiple forms of behavior may 
serve a single function
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What and Why

• A single form of behavior may 
serve multiple functions

• Multiple forms of behavior may 
serve a single function
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Behavior Has Meaning
Why is it important to understand 

children’s behaviors?

• Children feel valued and important 
• Children feel like competent and 

confident communicators
• Children learn to communicate their 

intentions, feelings, and emotions
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Behavior has meaning, and how 
we respond holds value

Interpersonal experiences 
directly influence how we 
mentally construct reality. 
This shaping process occurs 
throughout life but is most 
crucial during the early years 
of childhood. (Siegel, 1999)
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Relationships Have Impact
Why is it important to understand 

children’s behaviors?

• Relationships are the intervention
• Adults build nurturing and 

responsive relationships with 
children

• Adults pause before they react
• Adults determine what skills we 

need to model and teach children



Josh Shapiro, Governor
Khalid Mumin, Ed.D., Secretary of Education | Valerie A. Arkoosh, M.D., MPH,  Secretary  of Human Services

ATTENTION SEEKING
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CONNECTION SEEKING

Am I loved?
Am I important?
Do I belong? How do you make a child

          feel loved?
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“The kids who need the most love 
will ask for it in the most unloving of 
ways.’ –Russell A. Barkely
Relationship is the KEY: A child that 
connects with his/her teacher is a child 
that trusts, feels safe, and is motivated 
to behave.

Negative 
interactions

Positive 
Interactions

How to build a 
stronger sense of 
connection and 
belonging?

5:1
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Relationships Have Impact

Play can be a powerful tool for 
learning and engagement. 

• As adults we can talk about our 
feelings, children don’t often 
have the words to fully 
communicate their feeling and 
instead may play out their 
feelings.
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More things to consider

What do you know of the 
classroom you currently serve?

What else might impact behaviors?

Trauma/ACEs Biological 
Reasons

Developmental 
Delays
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Behavior Has Meaning: Scenario
Mom has left five-month-old Jenna in center care for the first 
time. It’s been a rough two weeks so far for mom, baby, and 
the caregivers. When mom leaves, Jenna bursts into tears and 
screams. She only calms down when held by a teacher. 
Whenever they need to put her down, she immediately starts 
crying.

What are your initial thoughts? 
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Behavior Has Meaning: Scenario

What can we do?
• Observe Jenna’s behaviors 

before she gets upset
• Pause and reflect on what 

Jenna is trying to 
communicate

• Communicate with Jenna’s 
parents about strategies used 
at home to soothe her
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Behavior Has Meaning: Video Example 1
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Behavior Has Meaning: Video Example 2
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Be a “Behavior Has Meaning” Detective 
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Sign up to receive a Handout Packet!

• https://forms.office.
com/r/HD4mz46GBr

https://forms.office.com/r/HD4mz46GBr
https://forms.office.com/r/HD4mz46GBr
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