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This month, we will discuss the importance of recognizing how our perceptions, beliefs, and feelings 
toward individual children shape our relationship with them.  Being aware of the different relationships 
you have with each child you care for is important.  According to The National Scientific Council on the 
Developing Child, “Young children experience their world as an environment of relationships, and these 
relationships affect virtually all aspects of their development.1”  How do we develop relationships with 
children? How do our individual past experiences and 
feelings shape these relationships? It all matters because 
relationships are the foundational building blocks for healthy 
child development! How we feel and think is directly 
related to how we act.  Therefore, our thoughts and feelings 
towards a child will influence our behavior towards them.  
Being mindful of our internal state of being can impact our 
engagement with young children.  “Teacher demeanor 
directly affects young children who are naturally sensitive to 
positive, negative, flat or overexcited affect.  Affect should 
be genuine and authentic, rather than forced.  Affect should 
match with children’s affect.2”  Shifting our feelings and 
thoughts to display genuine and authentic regard often begins with empathy.   

In this newsletter, we hope to guide you through some reflective questions to help you identify when your 
thoughts and perceptions are impacting your relationship with a child. We then guide you through an 
exercise to enhance your empathy and expand your understanding of a child to reframe your perceptions. 
Finally, we have outlined five strategies to shift your thoughts and perceptions.  

 

 

 

 

  

 
1 National Scientific Council on the Developing Child. (2004). Young children develop in an environment of 
relationships. Working Paper No. 1. Retrieved from http://www.developingchild.net  
2 Gilliam, W and Reyes, C. 2016. The CHILD-Consultant’s Guide. Preschool climate of healthy interactions for 
learning and development: an assessment of the preschool mental health climate. 
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Identifying Our Thoughts and Perceptions 
 

“Ultimately, it is our perception of an experience that creates our feelings about it, not the event itself. 
In turn, our feelings determine our behavior (our reaction to any situation).”3 

The stories we tell ourselves matter. The narratives we have about ourselves, others, and their behaviors 
influence our perceptions us as we step into relationship. The first step is noticing this phenomenon. Can 
we slow down and notice the relationships in our lives that are challenging, as well as those that come 
more easily? What makes the quality of those relationships different? How has our perception or story 
influenced how we interact and respond to certain children? 

Dr. Becky Bailey of Conscious Discipline discusses the Power of Perception as skill in composure. “In 
challenging situations, our perception will either help us maintain our composure or make it almost 
impossible to remain calm.”4 

Our ability to reflect with honesty and self-awareness is a tool in our teacher tool kit that can support us 
in engaging with all children in the classroom with equity and authenticity. 

Here are a few questions to consider for reflection: 

1. What children do we find ourselves eager to engage with as 
the day begins? 

2. What children do I feel less drawn to engage with or feel 
disconnected from during the day? 

3. What children challenge my own coping strategies or 
nervous system responses? 

4. Do the children that are more challenging for me to be in relationship with, are there any 
similarities?  

5. Does the child remind you of someone else you know or 
have known in the past? 

6. What stories do we tell ourselves when children have 
moments of acting out?  

7. What stories do we tell ourselves about students that do not 
show any upset?  

First, notice we have a negative story running about a child or a situation. Second, how can we shift our 
perception or see what is happening for the child with a positive lens? 

 
3 Bailey, B. Power of Perception. Conscious Discipline. https://consciousdiscipline.com/seven-powers-power-of-
perception/  

4 Bailey, B. Power of Perception. Conscious Discipline. https://consciousdiscipline.com/seven-powers-power-of- 
perception/ 
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Here are some questions to help us be curious about the child’s experience.  
 

1. What is it like for to be this child in the classroom? Does this child feel safe, connected and 
confident in the classroom? If no, why not?  

2. How does this child’s development compare to his/her peers? Are there areas of development that 
are challenging for this child?  

3. What do you know about this child’s home life? Have there been any significant changes at home? 
How does this child engage with his/her family members? Are there identified stressors in the 
home? How might this impact this child in the classroom?  

4. What is this child trying to communicate with this behavior? How might this child be feeling right 
before the behavior, during the behavior and after the behavior?  

5. What is the child’s reaction to my response? What do I notice about his/her body language?  
What does the child do next?  

6. Have you experienced a situation or feeling like what 
this child is currently experiencing? Remember that time. 
How did it feel in your body? What was your response 
to that situation or feeling? How did others respond to 
you? How do you wish others would have responded to 
you?  
7. Imagine yourself as this child. Walk yourself through 
a visualization, imagining yourself as this child during a 
challenging part of the day. See this part of the day 
through the child’s eyes.  
  

Increasing Our Empathy and Expanding Our Understanding of the Child 

After experiencing challenging behavior after challenging behaviors, it is understandable that our perceptions 
and feelings towards a child may become more negative despite our best intentions. Our thoughts and 

perceptions of children influence the way in which respond and engage with children, sometimes positively and 
other times negatively. For example, a child continuously looks at a teacher before he/she misbehaves. This 

behavior occurs dozens of times throughout the day. The teacher tries to redirect. Over time, the teacher 
becomes frustrated and helpless. She begins to think that this child is just bad and “this child is doing this to 
upset me.” As a result, her responses become more punitive, and she begins to disengage from the child. The 
child’s behavior increases and becomes more severe. What is happening in this situation for the child and the 

teacher? How is the teacher’s thoughts and feelings shaping the interaction? 

We can begin to shift these interactions by expanding our understanding of the child’s experiences and 
increasing our empathy. 
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Strategies to Shift Your Perspective of a Child When It Is Hard to Connect 
 

1. Thought changing exercises: Notice when you 
adopt a narrative about a child’s behavior. Are 
you having a difficult time taking their point of 
view and empathizing with what they are 
experiencing? Rather than “this kid is a challenge” 
reframe, “this is a kid who does not have skills to 
regulate emotions.” 

2. Make a list of qualities you like about this 
child and his/her strengths. This can help 
remind you of the positive qualities about that 
child and what you enjoy about them. 

3. Label praise: make an effort to notice when the child does something right. Commit to notice 5 
positive behaviors each day. 

4. Take 5-10 minutes to join them in child-led play or join them at a mealtime. This allows 
for enjoyment and a few moments of connection that they may be seeking through challenging 
behaviors.  

5. Can you take a break from engaging with that child and use your co-teacher to switch 
with you? It can help to take a moment to regroup and allow yourself a break to regulate your 
own emotions before re-engaging with the child. 

 

 

FOR ADDITIONAL SUPPORT: 

Contact our warm line at      
(303) 245-4418 to talk directly to 

an Early Childhood Mental 
Health Consultant. 


