
 

 

Support Safe Hands and Bodies: 
Biting, Hitting, and Pushing 
When Children Use Actions to Communicate 

Young children are still learning how to express their needs and feelings. Sometimes, 

when words aren’t available, children may use actions like biting, hitting, or pushing to get 

their message across. This behaviour is developmentally common in toddlers and young 

preschoolers - and it is something adults can support positively and effectively. 

 
Why Do Children Bite, Hit, or Push? 
 

Possible Reason What it Might Look Like 

Limited language Child cannot yet say “stop”, “mine” or “help” 

Oral/sensory needs Biting objects, mouthing toys, chewing clothing 

Big emotions Frustration, excitement, overwhelm 

Exploration / cause and effect Looking for a reaction from peers or adults 

Imitation Copying other children  

Physical needs Tired, hungry, overstimulated 

Self defence Protecting space or belongings  

Developing empathy Not yet understanding that actions hurt  

 
Why Adult Reactions Matter 

Adults often respond quickly and strongly to biting, hitting, or pushing - which makes 

sense. However, children may learn that these behaviours are a reliable way to get adult 

attention, even if that attention is negative. 

Our goal is to: 

1. Support the child who was hurt 

2. Teach safer ways to communicate 

3. Avoid reinforcing the behaviour 
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How Adults Can Help Prevent These Behaviours 
 

Strategy What to Do 

Model behaviour 

you want to see 

• Show children how to: get someone’s attention, ask for 

help, show big emotions safely and ask for comfort 

without hurting others. 

Teach simple 

powerful words  

• Model short phrases such as stop, mine, help, excuse me. 
 

Tip: Practice these words when children are calm, not just during 

challenging moments. 

Provide safe oral 

input  

• Offer teething toys or chewable items 

• Encourage frequent water breaks 

• Provide crunchy or chewy snacks when appropriate  

Keep routines 

predictable 

• Consistent schedules help children feel safe 

• Predictability reduces stress and overwhelms  

Support the body 

through 

movement  

Offer gross motor and sensory activities such as: 

• Crawling through tunnels or boxes 

• Pushing or pulling heavy objects  

• Animal walks 

• Squishing bean bags or pillows  

Use positive 

language  

Tell children what they can do, instead of only saying no. 

• “Gentle hands” 

• “High fives and hugs please” 

Praise positive 

behaviour 

• Notice and praise gentle interactions 

• Avoid drawing extra attention to biting or hitting 

incidents  

Use child friendly 

learning tools  

• Books (e.g. Teeth are not for biting by Elizabeth Verdick) 

• Short videos or stories 

• Social stories  

Strategy What to Do 
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How to Respond When Biting, Hitting, or Pushing Happens 

Consistency is key. All adults should respond in the same way. 

 

Step-by-Step Response 
 

Respond to the child that was hurt: offer comfort and reassurance  

Use a clear, firm phrase: “Gentle hands” or “Gentle mouth” 

Briefly reduce attention to child: Ensure they see you comforting the other child, turn 

your attention away for a short time (about 1 minute) 

Re-engage the child positively: Redirect to a calming or sensory activity  

Provide extra support: Stay close if the behaviour is likely to happen again, coach the 

child before the situation escalates  

Step in early when possible: Model the language, “stop” “help” 

Redirect action when it happens  

 
Need more support? If these strategies aren’t enough, contact the Instructor Therapist assigned 

to your program. 

 

 

SPOT 


