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When we consider 
strategies for supporting 
children’s behaviour in 

the early years, it is important to 
remember that their behaviour is 
not separate to and distinct from 
their learning. The skills which are 
needed for children to regulate 
their behaviours are part and 
parcel of what they learn in early 
years settings. Indeed, the need 
for teachers to actively teach  
and promote behaviours that 
enable learning is part of the 
Statutory Framework for this age 
group in England.  

The EYFS and Behaviour
Within the EYFS Statutory Framework, 
the Prime Area of ‘Personal, Social 
and Emotional Development” (PSED) 
states that “strong, warm and 
supportive relationships with adults” 
help children learn “to understand 
their own feelings and those of 
others”1. We know from research2  
(NSCDC 2009) that young children 
develop through what are called 
‘serve and return’ interactions with 
caregivers, which in turn promote 

all aspects of their growth. The 
establishment of high quality and 
reliable relationships supports “the 
development of a child’s brain 
architecture”. These relationships feed 
into the development of many aspects 
of self-regulation, including “the ability 
to control aggressive impulses and 
resolve conflicts in nonviolent ways, 
knowing the difference between right 
and wrong”.

In the most recent iteration of the 
Framework, published in 2021, 

Sue Cowley is an early years teacher, internationally renowned teacher trainer 
and author of more than 30 books for teachers. 

there is an increased focus on the 
development of self-regulation. 
The ability to self-regulate has 
consistently been shown to 
be predictive of positive future 
outcomes, with a recent meta-
analysis providing evidence that self-
regulation in childhood can positively 
“predict achievement, interpersonal 
behaviors, mental health and healthy 
living in later life”3.  The levels of 
expectation in the new Framework 
have been increased, so that more 
is expected of children at this age, 



with PSED requiring that children are 
“supported to manage emotions”, 
that they “have confidence in their 
own abilities” and that they “persist 
and wait for what they want and 
direct attention as necessary”. 

The Early Learning Goals, which 
form the basis for the end of stage 
assessment, also include new goals 
around self-regulation. By the end of 
the EYFS, children at the “expected 
level of development” will be able 
to “show an understanding of their 
own feelings and those of others, 
and begin to regulate their behaviour 
accordingly”4.

Behaviour and Safeguarding  
in the EYFS
When discussing behaviour, it is 
important to note that any significant 
changes in the behaviour of children 
in this age group may highlight a 
child protection issue.  
The Statutory Framework notes  
that a sign of possible abuse or 
neglect might include “significant 
changes in children’s behaviour”5 
and that staff must be trained 
to understand this within their 
safeguarding duties.

The Statutory Framework also 
strongly warns against any use 
of corporal punishment or “any 
punishment which could adversely 
affect a child’s well-being6”. 
Practitioners are required to  
“take all reasonable steps to  
ensure that corporal punishment is 
not given by any person who cares 
for or is in regular contact with a 
child”, i.e. to ensure that parents  
and carers are not utilising corporal 
punishment either.

When we talk about ‘effective approaches’ to 
behaviour in the early years, we are essentially 
talking about how to support the development 
of self-regulation skills.
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Exclusions in the EYFS
Within this age group, children’s 
behaviour includes a large element 
of impulsive reactions, with young 
children more likely to ‘lash out’ 
where they struggle to communicate 
their needs. Precise figures on 
exclusions for behaviour are 
difficult to find, because the sector 
incorporates both schools-based 
settings (nursery and reception 
classes, and two year old provision), 
and also private, voluntary and 
independent (or ‘PVI’) settings 
(daycare nurseries, voluntary run 
preschools, childminders, etc.). 
However, DfE data7 for schools-
based settings shows that in the 
school year 2013-14, 40 children in 
nursery classes and 930 children in 
Reception classes received one or 
more fixed period exclusion. During 
that same time period, a total of 30 
children aged four and under were 
permanently excluded from school, 
at a time when they were not yet in 
compulsory education.

The Commission on Young Lives, 
headed by Anne Longfield, previously 
the Children’s Commissioner for 

England, is calling for an end to 
the ‘exclusions culture’ as a way to 
manage behaviours. In a thematic 
report8 published in April 2022, 
Longfield argued that exclusions 
can be highly damaging to those 
affected. The Commission met with 
one mother whose Reception-age 
child had been excluded 17 times 
in one year. Longfield concluded 
that “A system that has no real 
accountability for a five-year-old boy 
being excluded 17 times in a year 
… is not a system that is working for 
every child.”

Early Development of  
Self-Regulation
All this means that, when we talk 
about ‘effective approaches’ to 
behaviour in the early years, we 
are essentially talking about how to 
support the development of self-
regulation skills. Where properly 
developed through a process of 
co-regulation with caregivers, these 
skills go on to ensure positive 
outcomes for children throughout 
their education and beyond. The 
Education Endowment Foundation 
has published a useful overview and 



meta-analysis9  of the evidence on 
self-regulation strategies in the early 
years. They note that the research 
shows how “the development of 
self-regulation and executive function 
is consistently linked with successful 
learning”. 

In a child’s early years, the skill of 
self-regulation develops within a 
specific set of circumstances. The 
‘Birth to Five Matters’ guidance10 , 
developed by the sector as an 
alternative to the DfE’s non-statutory 
‘Development Matters’ document, 
states that “self-regulation grows 
out of co-regulation, where adults 
and children work together toward 
a common purpose, including 
finding ways to resolve upsets from 
stress in any domain and return to 
balance”. It notes that the “rapid 
brain development” taking place in 
early childhood “paves the way for 
the growth of self-regulation”.

The Birth to Five Matters materials 
also note that researchers have 
identified three key strategies for 
self-regulation: positive relationships, 
enabling environments and learning 
and development. These three areas 
very closely mirror the content of the 
EYFS Statutory Framework, which 
talks about how the “unique child” 
develops within these parameters. 

Self-Regulation Strategies in 
Schools and Settings
Early years settings use various 
strategies to support the 
development of self-regulation. One 
example is ‘Emotions Coaching’, 
whereby caregivers tune into babies 
and young children, form close 
relationships, and consequently 
support children to better regulate 

A key element in the skill of self-regulation is an 
ability referred to as ‘delayed gratification’ – the 
ability to wait longer for a bigger reward, rather 
than having a more immediate treat.
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their own emotional states. 
Eisenberg et al note that “responsive 
caregiving promotes the use of 
adaptive ER [emotion regulation] 
strategies in children (e.g., using 
language to express feelings),  
which in turn promotes positive 
outcomes”11.

 
A text that is fairly widely used in 
settings for learning about emotions 
is The Colour Monster by Anna 
Llenas (Templar Publishing, 2018). In 
the book, a monster learns how to 
understand his emotions by relating 
them to colours. One example of an 
activity that teachers use, based on 
this book, is to provide children with 
a set of coloured pots for various 
emotions, and lollypop sticks labelled 
with their names. At the start or end 
of a session, children can think about 
what emotion they are feeling, and 
place their name in the relevant pot. 
This enables children to think about 
their feelings, and it also gives the 
teacher a sense of how the group as 
a whole is feeling.

Another strategy used in settings 
is to encourage the children to 

be responsible for aspects of the 
daily running of the provision. For 
instance, getting them to help 
prepare snacks for the group, to 
pour drinks for each other and tidy 
up the setting at the end of the day. 
These activities, which require both 
trust and responsibility to be given 
to children are again supportive of 
the development of self-regulation. 
Giving children elements of agency 
and control over their environment, 
and supporting them to make 
mistakes and deal with difficulties 
and failure, supports their growing 
sense that they can choose their 
behaviours and have an impact on 
the world around them.

Supporting the Development of 
Delayed Gratification
A key element in the skill of self-
regulation is an ability referred to as 
‘delayed gratification’ – the ability 
to wait longer for a bigger reward, 
rather than having a more immediate 
treat. This was tested in the now 
famous ‘Marshmallow Experiment’, 
which was led by psychologist  
Walter Mischel at Stanford University 
in the 1970s. 



In the experiment, children were 
offered a choice between one small 
but immediate reward (either a 
marshmallow or a pretzel), or two 
rewards if they were willing to wait.  
In later follow-up studies, researchers 
found that those children who could 
wait, or ‘defer gratification’, had 
better life outcomes overall, including 
better educational and health 
outcomes12. 

Where early years practitioners and 
teachers can find ways to support 
children to learn to wait, for instance 
through playing games in which 
impulse control and turn taking is 
required, this feeds into children’s 
ability to ‘hold back’ from wanting an 
immediate reward.

Formalisation of the EYFS and 
Behaviour
External pressures, such as Ofsted 
inspections and DfE targets, can 
lead to children who are not yet in 
compulsory education being pushed 
to learn more formally. The Ofsted 
publication “Bold Beginnings” 
was met with an outcry from the 
early years sector, because of its 
emphasis on formal desk-based 
learning. Many within the sector 
feel that there is an ever-increasing 
pressure to formalise early education 
and to push children towards 
goals and objectives that are not 
developmentally appropriate.

In a review of the recent reforms to 
the EYFS13, published by early years 
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charity Early Education, Pascal et al 
noted that the DfE’s 2018 review of 
the Early Learning Goals “was in fact 
a comprehensive rewrite of the 
 EYFS Statutory Framework, including 
the Educational Programmes for  
each Area of Learning”.  
The review noted surprise within  
the sector about the lack 
of engagement with sector 
representatives and experts about  
the changes.

The review was supportive of the idea 
of self-regulation being introduced 
as a key aim within the EYFS, noting 
that self-regulation “has a strong 
effect on childhood self-perception, 
self-awareness, self-efficacy and 
self-esteem. These qualities are 
suggested by the wider evidence to 
provide an indication of competence 
in many domains of adult life,  
such as mental health, life  
satisfaction and wellbeing as well as 
academic success”14.  
(Pascal, Bertram et al. (2017).

Where provision is adapted to 
meet children’s needs and suit 
their interests, and where we work 
in partnership with parents, (both 
legal requirements of the Statutory 
Framework), settings can be 
supportive of all children. Where 
a child still struggles to behave, 
adjustments should be made to 
the setting’s approach in order to 
include them, with a focus on the 
development and self-regulation as 
its central goal.
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